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Then children were brought to him that he might lay his hands 

on them and pray. The disciples rebuked the people; but Jesus 

said, “Let the children come to me, and do not 

hinder them; for to such belongs the kingdom of heaven.” 
Mattuew 19:13-14 
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Introduction 





On Fesruary 13, 1983, the Seattle Times reported that some local citizens 
were taking the law into their own hands. Among them were Michael Far- 
ris, an Olympia attorney, former executive director of the state’s Moral 
Majority chapter, and his wife, Vicki, parents of three. In 1983, Washing- 
ton law required that all children attend public or state-approved private 
schools. Mike, Vicki, and the parents of some five thousand Washington 
youngsters were risking twenty-five-dollar-a-day fines to teach their kids at 
home. “Firm Beliefs Foster Defiance of School Laws,” the headline read. 

Just what were people like the Farrises up to, and was it good for their 
children? The article explained that most home schoolers in the state were 
“Christian fundamentalists.” Their incentive, apparently, was a mix of reli- 
gious conviction and a suspicion that the public schools were not ade- 
quately doing their job. “My first and highest goal for our kids is to love 
our Lord,” Vicki Farris explained. The Farrises also had become con- 
vinced that conventional classrooms were bad places for their children aca- 
demically. They cited the work of some educational researchers who 
claimed that early schooling is detrimental to young children’s motor and 
cognitive development. 

The article carried quotes of both Farrises, but it represented Vicki as 
the homeschool teacher. The lead photo featured a close-up of her, poring 
over a book with seven-year-old Christy at the kitchen table. Vicki de- 
scribed homeschool motherhood as rewarding but taxing, too. “In a way 
it’s fulfilling some of my needs. Sometimes I felt all I was doing was clean- 
ing up spills and washing clothes, so it’s been stimulating, but sometimes 
I’m ready to pull out my hair,” Mrs. Farris confessed, “but I still think it’s 
worthwhile.” 

Meeting the journalist’s imperative to paint a balanced picture, the 
Times duly reported some dissenting voices. Reporters used an interview 
with Joanna Nichols, principal of King’s Elementary, a local Christian day 
school, for the contrary position. After some research Nichols had, accord- 
ing to the newspaper, “concluded that home-schooling is a phenomenon 
destined to burn out,” for a number of reasons. “While the one-to-one 
teaching ratio at home is great, she says, sometimes teaching needs to be 
‘carefully geared to meet individual learning needs, and a trained teacher 
is the best resource for that.’” 
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This book is about the men and women who ignored such wisdom, the 
parents of the estimated one million American children who are now being 
educated at home. It is about how homeschool advocates have convinced 
these parents that their children’s bodies are too fragile to be squeezed into 
desks all day, their needs too distinctive to be handed over to strangers, 
their minds too pliant to be subjected to secular teachers. It is about why 
ordinary mothers and fathers have felt the conviction to make an extraordi- 
nary life choice, and about the organizational scaffolding they have built to 
support their decision. It is about what made it possible for Michael Farris, 
a small-town attorney in 1983, to grow a national organization with a mul- 
timillion dollar budget and more than sixty thousand members before he 
and Vicki had finished homeschooling their own children. 

Finally, this book is about the many ways in which home schooling is 
different upon close inspection than it seems at first glance. Initially one 
may expect home schoolers to be isolated in their homes, inadequately 
socialized. One of the first lessons home schoolers teach the careful ob- 
server is that in fact home schooling is a collective project. Home schoolers 
have always worked together to surmount the multiple challenges that 
come with doing things unconventionally. In conversation with one an- 
other, they become convinced about the troubles of schools. In support 
groups, they swap words of wisdom and stories of uncomprehending in- 
laws. In regional and national associations, they lobby legislatures and edu- 
cation departments to ensure their freedom to homeschool. In magazines 
and publishing houses, on the Internet, and through small businesses and 
ministries of every description, home schoolers have built a lively and talk- 
ative world of their own, one that supplies parents and children alike with 
wide possibilities for friendships, political experience, and, sometimes, lu- 
crative careers. Home schooling is, in short, a social movement, with a rich 
history and an elaborate organizational apparatus. 

At first glance some critics see all the Vicki Farrises—full-time mothers 
in what appear to be traditional household roles—and assume that home 
schooling is a reactionary, antifeminist cause. In fact home schooling bears 
clear imprints of the liberal feminism that was blossoming when many of 
today’s homeschooling mothers came of age. Like most women, home- 
schooling mothers take for granted that the idealized domesticity of the 
1950s housewife is a thing of the past. Like their more conventional neigh- 
bors, homeschooling women face hard choices between paid work and par- 
enting. Where they differ is in how they decide to navigate those choices. 

At first glance, home schooling appears to be the logical purview of 
evangelical and fundamentalist Christians. In fact, one would be hard- 
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pressed to find a social movement peopled by a wider spectrum of faiths 
and philosophies. The plurality of home schoolers makes them harder for 
the rest of us to comprehend. On what could fundamentalists and atheists, 
Muslims and Mormons, Buddhists and Baptists all agree? I found that de- 
spite their varied backgrounds, home schoolers agree that children have 
enormous potential for distinctive accomplishments and that standardized 
ways of educating children temper or even squelch this potential. Home 
schoolers also are wary of state intrusion into family life and generally are 
skeptical of the ability of bureaucracies and “experts” to meet the task of 
child rearing. Because these beliefs are rooted in some cherished American 
cultural traditions, they are compelling to a wide range of people. 

The points of shared sentiment have not, however, made it easy for 
home schoolers to cooperate. Home schooling’s earliest adherents differed 
not only by faith but also in the histories they inherited. Some of them cut 
their teeth as activists in the liberal “free school” movement of the 1960s 
and 1970s. These activists were familiar with the highly democratic orga- 
nizational forms favored by attendant causes of that era, namely, the New 
Left student movement and, a bit later, the nascent feminist movement. 
From the beginning they have imagined a diverse and democratic home- 
school cause, a big-tent movement with plenty of room for political and 
philosophical disagreement. Those who became homeschool leaders in the 
evangelical and fundamentalist world, however, did so with contrary un- 
derstandings of what a social movement ought to look like. In that world, 
hierarchical divisions of labor and authority are generally regarded as ap- 
propriate, as is the exclusion of those who do not share one’s religious 
faith. Given such striking differences in what I came to call the organiza- 
tional sensibility of home schoolers, it is not surprising that they have often 
disagreed. 

This book is about home schooling, but it also about the mechanics of 
social movements more broadly. I argue that people who build social 
movements, people like Michael and Vicki Farris, are appropriately 
thought of as entrepreneurs.! They see troubles in their surrounding cul- 
ture and cannily find ways to define them in novel and compelling ways. 
They create practical technologies for fixing the trouble. They figure out 
how to share their vision with amenable audiences. And like all entre- 
preneurs, they take risks in the interest of the cause. They may forgo 
stable careers to do the thing they believe in. They may abandon the com- 
fortable ken of a more respectable cause and strike out precariously on 
their own. Many, with empty pockets and nary a footnote in the history 
books, lose the gamble. But to the successful go many spoils: the glamour 
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and excitement that come from taking risks in the short term; the long- 
term promise of making history; the intellectual buzz of rethinking what 
others take for granted; the sublimity of transcending the rules. 

Entrepreneurs do not work in vacuums. Just as in business, where par- 
ticular regulatory environments, fluctuating market conditions, and spotty 
information require opportunity-takers to be knowledgeable and nimble, 
in the business of social movements entrepreneurs must do their work in 
a manner that is sensitive to context. The factors that shape the fate of 
movement-builders are numerous. Some are structural: the legal organiza- 
tion of a society, for example, which determines the outside costs of doing 
things unconventionally and provides the rules for voicing official dissent. 
Some are cultural: the intellectual traditions that shape the heads of poten- 
tial recruits; the larger culture’s stock of legitimate ways of making sense of 
things; and the organizational sensibilities that characterize people’s sense 
of how they can appropriately be glued together into groups. 

The people who laid the foundations for home education in the early 
1980s, people like Michael Farris, did so in a legal context that was very 
favorable to their cause. The United States is distinctive among Western 
industrialized nations in the extraordinary decentralization of legal rules 
regarding schooling. Public schooling is governed largely by states and 
localities in this country, and this kind of legal structure creates lots of 
wiggle room for educational innovators. One can fight local battles to 
change the rules or move someplace where the regulatory climate better 
suits one’s pedagogical imagination. And since the question of just who 
ultimately is responsible for the education of children (parents? the state?) 
has never been squarely resolved in America, the country has accommo- 
dated many alternatives to public schools. 

Farris and his peers also have done their work in a particular historical 
context. Theirs is a post-1960s America, a nation now sensitized pro- 
foundly to the fact that state officials and school bureaucrats can abuse 
their powers, a nation that has grown rather more accustomed than it used 
to be to groups that do things unconventionally, to people who live their 
ideals. Many of today’s homeschool sages became adults in the 1960s and 
1970s. Many participated in the cultural innovation and experimentation 
of those decades. Even years later, they think of themselves as their own 
people, a bit outside the mainstream. Notably, I found this sentiment to be 
as pervasive among conservative Protestants as among other home school- 
ers. These are people who have self-consciously done their own thing, or 
the right thing, regardless of what the neighbors or the in-laws might 
think.’ 
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But homeschool advocates are not homogeneous. They come from dif- 
ferent sectors of American society and have pursued their cause in contex- 
tually specific ways. Michael Farris has made his career in the organization- 
ally robust world of conservative Protestant America, a world composed of 
thousands of local congregations and a vast constellation of businesses, 
ministries, and national advocacy groups. This is a place rich with opportu- 
nity for entrepreneurs of all sorts, a place in which someone with a big idea 
and a willingness to work hard can, with God’s grace and with help from 
his brethren, build an impressive piece of the kingdom. Other homeschool 
leaders have gone about things very differently. Rather than speaking to a 
large population that shares some powerful beliefs about community and 
authority, they have purveyed their cause to anyone who cares to listen. 
Rather than the explicitly Christian social movement Farris and his col- 
leagues have created, other home schoolers have built a decidedly ecumen- 
ical home education. They have done so according to the rules and with 
the resources of “alternative” America—that fragile organizational net- 
work left after the ebb of liberal causes of the 1960s and 1970s. This is the 
world of alternative schools, progressive not-for-profits, food co-ops, and 
the occasional surviving commune that carry on the egalitarian ethos of the 
student movements and the counterculture. It is a small world now, short 
on cash, physical plants, and new blood, but still a hotly idealistic and qui- 
etly optimistic place. These home schoolers have met a rather different 
fate than conservative Protestants. Both groups have managed to create 
lively, talkative, durable causes, but one version of home education is 
larger and wealthier and more handily directs the national conversation on 
home schooling. This book addresses why homeschool history played out 
this way. 

In the early 1990s, when I did the bulk of my homework for what fol- 
lows, home education as a national cause was very much under construc- 
tion. As I watched support groups, telephone trees, and national advocacy 
organizations get built, I saw that home schoolers often differed in what 
Elisabeth Clemens has called the “how” of organization: the characteristic 
ways in which they divide tasks, distribute authority, and define themselves 
as collective actors.’ The difference proved decisive. When I finished my 
research in 1999, there were essentially two homeschool movements, one 
“Christian” and the other “inclusive.” This book is about how that 
happened. 

Despite their contentiousness, in the end what I found most remarkable 
about home schoolers was the big item on which they agreed. Time and 
again, parents told me that their children’s self-development was worthy of 
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virtually any sacrifice. Careers were suspended, incomes cut, houses left 
uncleaned or unfixed, adult social lives curtailed dramatically, and, some- 
times, marriages strained, all in the interest of giving more to the kids. In 
doing their utmost for their children, home schoolers are much like all 
good parents, of course. Nevertheless, I found in home schoolers’ extraor- 
dinary commitment a larger lesson about the meaning of childhood in our 
culture. 

Homeschool parents will tell you that their kids are precocious and un- 
predictable. That they are uncomfortable in confining classrooms and 
rigid bureaucracies. That they don’t like people behind big desks telling 
them what to do. That they learn best when they are given open spaces, 
breathing room. Can we hardly disagree? This talk, after all, is harmonious 
with the great American story, a story about freedom and possibility and 
skepticism of established authority. But there is something more there, 
too, something implicit about who we are not just as Americans but as 
moderns. At the heart of home schoolers’ elaborate conversation about 
children is a faith that deep inside each of us is an essential, inviolable self, 
a little person distinctive from all others and, on the basis of that distinc- 
tiveness, worthy of extraordinarily specific care. Home schoolers remind 
us of how vivid that faith can be, and of how much it costs to put it in 
practice. 

In what follows I have tried to do two things at once: to provide a studied 
account of a novel education movement, and to write an analytic essay 
about the relationship between cultural context and a social movement’s 
form and message. In attempting to be a storyteller and an analyst simulta- 
neously, I have almost certainly written a book that is both less lovely a 
narrative and less systematic an essay than it otherwise might have been. 
But such is the lot of a sociologist, and a discipline, simultaneously given to 
abstraction and specificity. My hope is that I have struck at least a few notes 
of harmony between these different scholarly tones. 

Finally, I should offer a word on the structure of my effort here. I have 
tried to write a book that is informative to several kinds of readers. Sociol- 
ogists, and others who are interested in the theoretical foundations of my 
analysis, will find in the footnotes some citations and commentary in- 
tended especially for them. Readers who are less concerned about the 
scholarly conversation that informs my thinking might decide to read the 
notes more lightly. 

Here is an outline of what follows. Chapter 1 introduces the reader to 
the homeschool world and describes the nature and limitations of my in- 
quiry. Chapter 2 examines classics of homeschooling literature and a sam- 
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ple of homeschool curricula, providing a sense of home schoolers’ varied 
pedagogical approaches. It also listens to parents talk about the hows and 
whys of home schooling and begins to sketch the relationship between 
homeschool pedagogy and home schoolers’ broader worldviews. Chapter 
3 takes a closer look at mothers. Here I assess the scope of the work home 
schooling requires and the very different ways in which mothers make 
sense of that work. Leaving households, chapter 4 describes how home 
schoolers have worked to assemble themselves into a national constituency 
and examines the subtle ways in which different organizational sensibilities 
have had lasting consequences for the shape of the movement. Chapter 5 
addresses how home schoolers go about their politics. It recounts a water- 
shed event on Capitol Hill that both betrayed and solidified home school- 
ers’ organizational divisions, and it proffers an explanation for why such 
leaders as Michael Farris have had such success in their endeavors. Finally, 
chapter 6 considers what home schoolers teach us about the nature of 
American childhood. 


CHAPTER ONE 





Inside Home Education 


ONE OF THE FIRST THINGS home schoolers taught me is how central school 
is to the structure of modern life. Few parts of our biographies are un- 
touched by the institution of schooling. People often choose where to live 
on the basis of school quality, and they typically pay for relative advantage 
in longer commutes and higher home prices. In households with children, 
the rhythm of daily routines is set largely by school schedules. State laws 
require all children to attend. Things like “summer jobs” and “winter va- 
cation” only make sense in the context of school calendars. Government 
agencies at every level use schools to serve children with subsidized meals, 
health initiatives, and recreational programs. Employers and college ad- 
mission officers use school grades to distribute opportunity. Social scien- 
tists, who often advise the lawmakers and the education officials and the 
employers, know much of what they do about children through informa- 
tion collected by schools and research conducted inside of them.! Leaving 
school makes you notice these things. 

By the time I started noticing, I had fallen for home schoolers—for their 
talkativeness, for their evident commitment, and for the way that their 
dismissal of conventional schooling has made them open to far-reaching 
critiques of contemporary American life. This chapter outlines my effort 
to understand home schoolers. It reports information gleaned from other 
studies of home education, describes the contours of the homeschool 
world in the Chicago area, where I did much of my research, and intro- 
duces a few of the people who will help me tell what I learned. 


SURVEYING THE HomescHooL Wor.LD 


Who are home schoolers, and how many of them are there? U.S. Depart- 
ment of Education policy analyst Patricia Lines estimated that as many as 
one million American children were homeschooled in the 1997-98 aca- 
demic year, up from an estimated three hundred thousand in 1988 and 
fifteen thousand in the early 1970s.’ A study conducted by Brian D. Ray 
and funded by the Home School Legal Defense Association (HSLDA), an 
advocacy group, put the numbers even higher: 1.23 million American chil- 
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dren being homeschooled in 1996. These figures are thoughtful approxi- 
mations, not counts; nationally representative census and survey instru- 
ments have long failed to distinguish home education from public and pri- 
vate schooling, a statistical blind spot that is just beginning to be repaired. 

Whether one takes the generous estimate or the conservative one, there 
is no question that home schooling is one of the most formidable educa- 
tional causes of its time. Consider that the charter school movement, the 
darling reform of many in the education establishment that has received 
piles of positive press, currently encompasses about 350,000 students— 
perhaps a third the number of homeschooled kids.* Yet unlike charter 
schools, home education has grown without the imprimatur of groups like 
the National Education Association and through years of skeptical media 
coverage.> Perhaps because home schoolers challenge the expertise of 
school authorities, perhaps because so many homeschool families are 
deeply religious, or perhaps because homeschool parents are, almost by 
definition, little interested in school reform, their movement has rarely 
been given the scholarly attention it deserves.° Piecing together what we 
do know makes an impressionistic picture, but a useful one nevertheless. 

In 1995, sociologist Maralee Mayberry and her colleagues released the 
best comprehensive statistical study of home educators to date.” The au- 
thors’ fifty-six item questionnaire included measures of parental occupa- 
tion, educational attainment, religious affiliation, household size and 
income, and divisions of domestic labor. Working with a sample of home- 
educating families in Nevada, Utah, and Washington (N = 1,497), the re- 
searchers painted a picture of a predominantly white, middle-class, and 
religious movement.® Ninety-eight percent of survey respondents were 
white; 1 percent were Asian American; the rest were a mix of African 
Americans, Native Americans, and Hispanics. Most parents were under 
forty, and the vast majority (97 percent) were married. Forty-three percent 
claimed at least some postsecondary education; an additional 33 percent 
were college graduates. Professional/technical and managerial/administra- 
tive occupations were heavily represented among the fathers; some were 
craft and service workers, and a few were farmers or ranchers. Fifty-seven 
percent of households surveyed reported incomes between $25,000 and 
$50,000; 26 percent reported less. In comparison with the general popula- 
tions of the states in which they resided, respondents were better educated, 
slightly more affluent, and considerably more likely to be white. 

The researchers found evidence that the work of home schooling is 
heavily gendered. Seventy-eight percent of mothers surveyed reported 
“homemaker/home educator” as their occupation, while nearly all the 
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mothers who reported different occupations indicated that they worked at 
home. Whether as (for examples) bookkeepers, caterers, child care provid- 
ers, or craftspeople, the working mothers surveyed stayed near their chil- 
dren. The researchers rightly wondered how these less than wealthy fami- 
lies compensate for the absence of a full-time female wage. Written 
responses to the surveys and follow-up interviews indicated that many 
women found home education “more important” than additional income. 
One mother reported that she was “highly invested in [my children’s] well- 
being and am motivated by love, not by financial status.” Coping with the 
contradiction between paid work and family that is virtually inevitable for 
contemporary mothers, the women surveyed consistently chose family 
time over income. 

The sample tapped a highly religious population. Ninety-one percent of 
respondents reported that religious commitment was “very important” to 
their lives (only 1 percent claimed it was “not important at all”). Seventy- 
eight percent reported attending church at least once a week. Respondents 
came closest to full consensus on the belief that God lives and is real: 97 
percent agreed. Respondents also concurred on a number of measures of 
conservative religious orthodoxy. Eighty-four percent agreed that the Bi- 
ble is the inspired word of God and literally true; 81 percent agreed that 
eternal life is a gift of God, predicated on belief in Jesus Christ; and 93 
percent agreed that Satan is currently working in the world.!° The re- 
searchers summarized the majority of religious home educators’ orthodoxy 
as a belief “in the existence of an external authority, an authority that guides 
their moral decisions, including the decision to educate their children at 
home.”!! The survey figures suggest that a large majority of home educa- 
tors place faith in a higher, Protestant Christian power. 

But the story is more complicated than that. The researchers noted that 
20 percent of survey respondents did not report a religious affiliation, 
while 12 percent did not complete the survey’s scale of religious ortho- 
doxy. Among those who did respond to the orthodoxy scale, a minority 
expressed commitment to a remarkably different religious orientation. In 
written responses, these parents described their affinity with a “new spiri- 
tuality” in which, the researchers explained, “the ultimate source of au- 
thority lies within the individual, not with God.”!? 

The picture painted by the work of Mayberry and her colleagues is not 
inconsistent with what few nationally representative data are available on 
home schoolers. In 1996, the National Center for Education Statistics ad- 
ministered a survey that distinguished home education from other kinds of 
schooling, a first in this field of study. On the basis of this survey, Notre 
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Dame sociologist David Sikkink found that home schooling was statisti- 
cally associated with white, religious, two-parent households. Relative to 
the general population, homeschooling parents were in the paid labor 
force fewer hours per week—a hint about the amount of work home 
schooling itself requires. Homeschool households also were more likely to 
be found in western states and least likely to be Northeasterners.¥ 

Since the early years of the homeschool movement, some researchers 
have tried to discern how homeschooled children fare academically. Avail- 
able evidence indicates that these kids generally meet or exceed national 
averages on standardized tests. In the mid-1980s, for example, Jon Wartes 
examined the scores of home-educated children in Washington on the 
Standard Achievement Test series (SAT). His 1986, 1987, and 1988 sam- 
ples exhibited overall median scores that hovered around the 66th percen- 
tile on national test norms.'* The state of Oregon, which had test scores of 
1,658 homeschooled students on record for the 1987-88 school year, re- 
ported that over 72 percent of the scores were at or above the 51st per- 
centile on national percentile rankings.!° In another study conducted by 
Brian Ray for HSLDA in 1992, the advocacy group provided an SAT 
testing service to 10,750 homeschooled children in kindergarten through 
twelfth grade; scores ranged from a low at the 56th percentile on national 
percentile rankings to a high at the 84th, with the majority of scores fall- 
ing between the 70th and 79th percentiles.!° Most recently, in 1999, 
educational researcher Lawrence Rudner released a study funded by 
HSLDA regarding home schoolers’ academic achievement. Sample re- 
spondents performed exceptionally well on basic skills tests: remarkably, 
the home schoolers had higher median scores than the national norms for 
every subject in every grade. The study’s stunning findings must be tem- 
pered by the fact that the research was built with a nonrandom conve- 
nience sample, financed by a highly interested advocacy organization, 
and has received criticism from both within and beyond the homeschool 
community.!” 

Indeed, even ten years after home schooling first made national head- 
lines, methodologically rigorous statistical research on home schoolers re- 
mains scarce. The paucity of solid systematic data results largely from a 
lack of adequate sampling frames. Home education is legal throughout the 
United States, but states vary widely in the extent to which they require 
homeschool parents and their children to report to educational authorities. 
Even where formal accounting mechanisms are required, anecdotal evi- 
dence indicates notably less than full compliance.!* Absent solid indices of 
homeschool populations, researchers have long been obliged to rely on 
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convenience samples: enrollment lists of homeschool curriculum suppli- 
ers, test scores supplied by independent testing agencies, membership ros- 
ters in homeschooling organizations, and homeschool registration lists 
compiled by state officials and local school districts. Often, sample re- 
sponse rates have been low. Although it remains the most detailed demo- 
graphic picture of home educators to date, the work of Mayberry and her 
colleagues is based on a survey with a response rate of 25 percent. 

Despite the limitations of quantitative data, the existence of a lively and 
well-organized national movement is unquestionable. Previous observers 
have tended to overlook the fact that home schooling is a world of organi- 
zations as well as a population of parents and children. As early as 1988, 
one popular resource directory listed over forty correspondence schools 
and curriculum suppliers catering to homeschool families.!? By the early 
1990s, home schoolers could subscribe to half a dozen nationally circulated 
homeschooling magazines. A 1999 directory published by the pioneer pe- 
riodical Growing Without Schooling listed literally hundreds of homeschool 
support organizations, in all fifty U.S. states and in ten other nations.’° 
That same year The Teaching Home, a bimonthly publication targeted spe- 
cifically to conservative Protestant home schoolers, provided contact in- 
formation for expressly “Christian” homeschool organizations in every 
state, seven Canadian provinces, five other countries, and Puerto Rico.?! In 
the United States the National Homeschool Association (NHA) and the 
Home School Legal Defense Association have long been politically active 
on behalf of home schoolers at the federal level. 

Between 1985 and 1992, twenty-five states passed laws explicitly ex- 
empting homeschooled children from compulsory school attendance re- 
quirements. New state laws and judicial interpretation of older ones now 
make for wide variation in what state governments require of home school- 
ers, but despite local particularities home schooling is legal throughout the 
United States.”” Bringing this to pass took years of work by scores of 
homeschool activists across the country, an effort that belies the myth that 
home schoolers are isolationists who have retreated from public life. As 
Sikkink and his colleagues have pointed out, a paradox about those who 
leave public schools is that they tend to be relatively more involved in civic 
life than their public-school neighbors.” In doing the political work that 
has made home schooling legal, in petitioning school boards for regulatory 
exemptions and more flexible services, and by serving as authors and speak- 
ers for their cause, home schoolers arguably are exemplars of effective, 
grassroots citizen activism. 
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My RESEARCH 


When I began this project in 1990, I wanted to know, beyond the test 
scores and the head counts and the laws, who home schoolers are as people. 
What enables them to walk away from one of the most central institutions 
of modern life? What do they think about conventional schools, even the 
apparently good ones in affluent suburbs or with pricey tuitions, that ren- 
der them second-best to home? 

I wanted to know about the rhetorical frameworks that make home 
schooling reasonable. As a sociologist, I knew that people do not have 
convictions or even inklings in a vacuum. We inherit traditions of meaning 
that help define what we think and lend words to what we feel. I wanted to 
learn about the intellectual traditions from which home schooling had 
grown. 

I wanted to know about the practical household decisions that make 
home schooling possible. I knew already that conventional parenting is a 
lot of work, and I suspected that home schooling is even more labor- 
intensive. I was interested in how people decided that they could afford the 
time, lost wages, and mental energy that home schooling costs. I also 
wanted to know how home schoolers assemble the help they need to get 
the job done. After all, conventional parenting is a collective project: ba- 
bysitters, experienced neighbors, schoolteachers, and child development 
experts all are parts of the social machinery entailed in seeing children to 
maturity. I suspected that home schooling is a collective project, too, and 
I was interested also in how and with whom home schoolers cooperate. 

Making such inquiries is important for several reasons. First, any legiti- 
mate interest in homeschooled children requires a parallel interest in their 
parents. Too often perhaps, the national media have only asked questions 
about the kids: how well they do academically or socially, whether they like 
home schooling, if they have enough friends, if they get into college. 
These questions are important, especially for policy makers, courts, and 
social service providers who work at the tender intersection of child wel- 
fare and domestic privacy. But an adequate understanding of any children 
requires that we know something about the architects and custodians of 
their life contexts. This book contributes to that kind of understanding. 

Second, home schooling happens largely through women’s labor. To be 
sure, fathers often are involved in the project, sometimes extensively. But 
as with conventional parenting and perhaps even more so, mothers assume 
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a greatly disproportionate share of the homeschooling job. Further, these 
mothers are the backbone of the homeschool movement’s impressive orga- 
nizational system. Anyone interested in the fate of motherhood in contem- 
porary America should take a closer look at home education—a movement 
peopled by women from many different walks of life who appear to have 
jumped headfirst into an elaborate domesticity. 

Third, home schooling is an extraordinarily diverse social movement, 
and it has been built almost entirely since the end of the era called the 
Sixties. These two facts make it a good site for learning about the chal- 
lenges of contemporary political activism. To political theorists with ques- 
tions about how to build diverse political coalitions, home schooling is a 
rich case study. To scholars interested in the rise of the so-called Religious 
Right over the last two decades, home schooling provides a snapshot of the 
organizational sensibilities of conservative Protestant Christians. Finally, 
educators interested in improving parent-school relations will find much 
to consider, however disheartening, in these parents’ tellingly simple cri- 
tiques of conventional schooling. 

Finally, home schooling provides another opportunity for the sociologi- 
cal imagination to demonstrate that even those behaviors that appear to be 
idiosyncratic, even “antisocial,” are fundamentally collective. Like many of 
their fellow Americans, home schoolers like to think of themselves as indi- 
viduals. They are system challengers, pioneers, a little bit alternative, not 
quite like other people. Yet to be so, home schoolers nurture relationships 
with other people who are “individuals” much like them. If skeptics have 
worried that home schooling represents an antisocial impulse, they have 
failed to see how much collective effort it has taken to make home educa- 
tion a provocative possibility for so many. 

As is true with many ethnographic studies, a simple curiosity about 
home schooling preceded any of these headier concerns. A chance conver- 
sation with some friends of the family in 1989 blossomed into a ten-year 
project. “How are your children doing in school?” I asked innocently. I 
was told that the children were doing fine, but not in school. From there 
my questions multiplied quickly. Before I answered them to my satisfac- 
tion, I had interviewed parents from more than forty families, spoken in- 
formally with dozens more, visited ten nationally active homeschool orga- 
nizations across the United States, and logged thousands of fieldwork 
miles throughout the upper Midwest. 

The goal of ethnographic work is to learn about social life in an intimate 
way. The ethnographic vision presumes that an object of inquiry has an 
internal logic of its own, and that the world makes a different kind of sense 
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to those involved in some activity than it does to everybody else. When I 
began this research in 1989, home schooling already had been given a cer- 
tain kind of meaning by the popular media: home schoolers were quixotic 
idealists, bucking a great big system, engaged in an activity of questionable 
benefit to their children, a homespun anomaly in an increasingly rational- 
ized world. I wanted to know something more and other than that: what 
home schooling means to the people who do it.”* 

I began this study at a random beginning point and followed home 
schoolers’ webs of affiliation until I arrived at what sociologist Kathy Char- 
maz has called theoretical saturation, the point at which continued obser- 
vations and interviews become predictably repetitive and yield little new 
insight.” In-depth interviews with parents provided my earliest lessons on 
home schooling and served as the spine of the research throughout the 
study. These interviews were conducted either with a single parent or with 
both parents at once, typically in their homes. The interviews were open- 
ended. I invariably encouraged parents to “begin wherever they thought 
the beginning was” and to recount their family’s homeschool history. I 
asked them to talk through the schedule of a typical homeschooling day, to 
describe their curriculum, and to name which homeschool books, authors, 
and speakers they most revere. I asked what they liked best about what they 
were doing, about the hardest parts, and about the downsides of home 
education. I also asked about parents’ own educational and work 
histories.” 

Initially I sought out parents for interviews in “snowball” fashion, inter- 
viewing any who were willing to speak with me. Most of the home school- 
ers I met were white married couples, with at-home mothers and full-time 
breadwinner fathers.” In subsequent interviewing I sought out parents 
who did not fit this demographic pattern: nonwhite families, single par- 
ents, and working mothers. I also sought out variations in paternal occupa- 
tion. In the end I had interviewed five black families, two unmarried cou- 
ples, one single mother who worked full-time outside of her home, several 
married women who worked part-time or intermittently, and one father 
who was a full-time parent while his wife worked for pay. I also met people 
from a wide array of religious faiths. Fully half of the parents I interviewed 
indicated commitment to a Protestant evangelical faith, but I also visited 
Buddhist, Catholic, Orthodox Jewish, and avowed atheist households. In 
the end the contours of my sample were roughly consistent with what sur- 
vey data and “insider” wisdom tell us about home schoolers: they are 
predominantly white and middle-class; many espouse conservative Protes- 
tant faiths; their households have full-time or nearly full-time moms; and 
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many of the families are large, not uncommonly with four or more 
children. 

Home schoolers explain their work in rather different ways. All of them 
have much to say about the troubles with conventional schools, but their 
explanations differ subtly. Almost to a parent, they complain about the 
standardization of instruction in conventional schools. But those who de- 
scribe themselves as Christians additionally lament secular curricula and 
the moral uncertainties of public-school peer groups. They often talk 
about home education in terms of divine will. They might say that home 
schooling is a fulfillment of God’s command that parents take responsibil- 
ity for their children’s education in general, or of God’s will for a particular 
mother to stay home. 

Parents also opt to join rather different kinds of homeschool organiza- 
tions. Some families participate in expressly “Christian” homeschool 
groups. These often include the word Christian in their names and provide 
newcomers with a statement of faith that stipulates core religious tenets of 
conservative Protestant Christianity. Some of these organizations make 
formal agreement with such statements a requisite of membership or of 
office-holding. Others participate in explicitly nonsectarian homeschool 
support groups. These purvey nondiscrimination or inclusion statements that 
formally welcome members regardless of religious preference or home- 
schooling philosophy. 

There was a parallel, albeit a rough one, between homeschool philoso- 
phies and organizational affiliations. I was more likely to hear explicitly 
religious explanations for home schooling from those active in nominally 
Christian support groups. What initially appeared to be a simple and obvi- 
ous correlation, however, turned out to be not so straightforward after all. 
I also met committed Christian parents who were active in nonsectarian 
groups and did not talk about home schooling in religious terms, and I met 
parents of varied religious commitments who had thought long and hard 
about what kind of homeschool organization to join. 

In time I grew confident that, at least through the mid-1990s, this dual 
organizational system encompassed the majority of home schoolers in the 
Chicago metropolitan area. Even nominal membership in a local support 
group typically meant that parents were obliged to choose either “Chris- 
tian” organizations or expressly “inclusive” ones. To be sure, as their num- 
bers grew, parents were increasingly likely to find support options for 
more specialized colors in the homeschool rainbow. By 1995, a Network 
of Illinois Catholic Home Educators appeared, for example, and soon after 
the Jewish Homeschool Association of Greater Chicago. But these more 
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specialized organizations came relatively late in the development of home 
schooling’s organizational universe and in form are more akin to the inclu- 
sive side of the movement than the conservative Protestant one.’® The 
organizational map was complicated, then, but it could appropriately be 
described as having two sides. 

This organizational variation obliged me to find terms for the two sides, 
but I had trouble deciding what words to use. The conservative Protestants 
often call themselves and their organizations “Christian,” but their Chris- 
tian means something rather specific. It tends to be exclusive of non- 
Protestant Christianities and, as we will see, has important extrareligious 
functions. And more than a few home schoolers who are Protestant Chris- 
tians are wary of the avowedly Christian homeschool organizations. I wor- 
ried that such a polyvalent term would confuse rather than clarify. In the 
end I chose to call those religious who participate in avowedly Christian 
groups believers. This is a term native to conservative Protestantism, and 
one that also alludes to the spiritual convictions that many of these men 
and women bring to home schooling.’ 

The other side of home education is harder to encompass with a single 
term. Very likely the numerical minority of the homeschool population 
relative to the believers, this group encompasses an exceptional diversity of 
religious faiths. It includes Mormons, Muslims, Buddhists, Taoists, Cath- 
olics, Orthodox Jews, Jehovah’s Witnesses, pagans, and atheists, as well as 
Protestants from many denominations and traditions. It encompasses peo- 
ple from a wide range of lifestyles. I met one family in their high-rise 
condominium with sweeping city views and other families who take pride 
in living far from the bright lights. Among them I met college professors 
and auto mechanics, practicing witches and devout evangelical Protestants. 
As a result of their differences and in contrast with the believers, these 
parents often have little in common with one another other than their 
shared interest in home schooling.*® 

I found also that the extent to which these home schoolers even thought 
of themselves as a “group,” or wanted to be one, was very much an open 
question. In general the believers were comfortable talking about some- 
thing called “Christian home schooling,” or “the Christian homeschool 
movement,” as if they could take for granted that such a thing existed. 
Those on the other side did not enjoy such cognitive luxuries. During the 
primary period of my research and for years afterward, these parents de- 
voted considerable energy to discussing just who they were collectively, 
how they ought to work together, and who should be counted among 
them. 
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Ultimately I let my frustration with finding an adequate term teach me 
a lesson. I chose not to risk imposing order under the guise of describing 
it. In what follows I often refer simply to some home schoolers or, relative to 
the believers, other home schoolers. Occasionally I refer to unschoolers, using 
the name of a pedagogy favored by many of these families (and some of the 
believers!), but readers should understand my usage is a shorthand, provi- 
sional. Ultimately these home schoolers did find a name for themselves 
with which many were comfortable: inclusives. Near the end of the book I 
borrow their term. 

Both camps of home schoolers in Illinois are linked with a national 
movement. In 1992, I began a series of trips throughout the United States 
to visit nationally active homeschooling organizations. Whenever possible 
on these visits, I interviewed people with a range of positions and statuses: 
the attorneys as well as their secretaries, the old hands and the new hires. 
In the interviews I typically focused on the practical details of people’s 
work and, in many cases, their assessments of the organizational structure 
of home schooling as a whole. These trips gave me purchase on home 
schooling as a national phenomenon.?! 

As my understanding developed, I took the opportunity to have second 
and third conversations with some home schoolers whose knowledge and 
experience were particularly rich. I used these subsequent contacts to com- 
pare my emergent understanding with local experts. This ongoing check- 
ing process enabled me to revise, and sometimes discard, flawed or incom- 
plete conclusions.*? 

Interviews were only a portion of the research. Throughout the study I 
was a participant observer at many homeschool events: support group 
meetings; regional and national home education conferences; book and 
curriculum fairs; camping and field trips; science club meetings; and “en- 
richment days” in which groups of homeschooled children took band les- 
sons, played team sports, and did craft activities. Site visits to national 
movement organizations also provided occasions for participant observa- 
tion and the generation of rich field notes. 

Finally, I compiled an archive that constitutes a small portion of the 
wide stream of publications produced by the homeschool movement each 
year. Some of these texts are canonical among home schoolers, especially 
the book-length monographs that defend home education on academic, 
philosophical, and moral grounds. Books by John Holt, Raymond and 
Dorothy Moore, Mary Pride, David Guterson, and Chris Klicka fall into 
this category. Others are periodicals such as The Teaching Home, Growing 
Without Schooling, and Home Education Magazine. Then there are monthly 
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and quarterly publications produced by local and regional support groups 
to inform their memberships of news and events. I obtained newsletters 
from groups in fourteen states, Canada, and Great Britain. Also in my files 
are curriculum samples and catalogs from many suppliers that serve home 
schoolers nationally. Materials from homeschool conferences also were 
useful sources of information. Conference planners often create elaborate 
packets for attendees that outline meeting schedules and sessions, provide 
names and counts of book fair vendors, and sometimes list the names and 
organizational affiliations of registrants. Additionally, I compiled a large 
stock of more ephemeral texts: flyers, brochures, and print advertisements 
in the general media, all put out by the homeschool world’s vast array of 
entrepreneurs. 

Any study of real people in a real world presents a scholar with impor- 
tant ethical questions. Mine concerned how to preserve people’s privacy 
while maintaining the integrity of home schooling as a distinctive histori- 
cal phenomenon. Some people spoke with me after I had assured them of 
anonymity in my published work, and I am eager to meet the spirit as well 
as the letter of those assurances. But I also interviewed many for whom, as 
public figures in an increasingly public movement, anonymity was entirely 
beside the point. I was faced with contradictory expectations from home 
schoolers, then, as well as a writer’s obligation to make a reader’s way 
smooth. In the interest of prosaic consistency, I have altered the identities 
of virtually all the people about whom I write with firsthand knowledge. I 
have given pseudonyms to all except the rare celebrities who are “house- 
hold names” among home schoolers. In an additional effort to protect the 
privacy of those who appear in these pages, I have made only oblique refer- 
ence to places of residence and occasionally have altered extraneous bio- 
graphical information.*? 

In general I use the given names of homeschool organizations at the 
local, regional, and national levels.** I do this for two reasons. First, orga- 
nizations typically are public actors. They choose names, and often clever 
ones, for the purpose of public recognition. Second, maintaining the given 
names of organizations lends historical veracity to my account of a move- 
ment that, as we shall see, has secured its own distinct niche in contempo- 
rary political history. My hope is that this writing strategy approximates 
high standards for both privacy and accuracy without unduly shortchang- 
ing either one.** 

In addition to interviews and observational material, I also make many 
references to homeschool publications. All citations to texts in the public 
domain, and quotations from them, provide authors’ actual names. 
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Like any inquiry, mine highlights some features of its object by leaving 
others in shadow. I have attempted an historically accurate sociological 
study of home schooling, not a comprehensive history. I here navigate the 
two broad currents of home schooling in America; in the process I have 
likely shortchanged other eddies in the river. Homeschool organizations 
that serve more specific constituencies—Islamic and Mormon home edu- 
cators, or parents with special needs children, or home schoolers of color, 
for example—have received less attention here than a truly comprehensive 
account of home schooling would require. While I am confident that this 
book captures the general flow of home schooling nationally, the move- 
ment awaits a more thorough historian, one better positioned to name its 
heroes and less intent on asking specifically sociological questions. 

Two other limitations of my work are worth noting here. First, in my 
effort to get to know their parents, I have given the perspectives of home- 
schooled children less attention. Ethnographic research shows that chil- 
dren’s most significant social relationships and cultural points of reference 
often are at considerable remove from those of grown-ups, even when 
adults and children share the same physical space.*° From my many inter- 
actions with homeschooled young people, and the witness of their impres- 
sive produce of art, literature, and journalism in many homeschool publi- 
cations, I know that they have built social worlds meriting serious inquiry. 
There have been some such inquiries, but I have not done much of that 
work here.*” Another limitation is that, as with many ethnographic studies, 
I cannot claim that my work is representative of the homeschool world in 
any systematic way. I have made every effort to confirm that my work 
correctly reflects my subject, but a mathematically defensible match be- 
tween population and sample awaits better statistical information. 

By the same token, I am confident that the kind of study I made provides 
insights that would be unattainable by any other means. An open itinerary 
is probably the most appropriate schedule for trips into uncharted terri- 
tory. Home education was still very much under construction in the years 
I encountered it. I pursued a mode of inquiry that enabled me to alter my 
vision and my homework in accord with a dynamic phenomenon. Because 
I have worked inductively, I have been able to trail home schoolers toward 
some novel insights about the relationship between philosophy and orga- 
nization and, more broadly, about the meaning of childhood in contempo- 
rary American culture. 

In the end, home schoolers helped me to see that small differences in 
how people think about what they are doing can sum to big variation in 
organizational strength and political efficacy. They also vividly showed me 
how powerful, and costly, our beliefs about childhood can be. 
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Home SCHOOLING IN ILLINOIS 


‘Tm fond of saying that I got dragged into home schooling backward, 
kicking and screaming,” Deirdre Brown told me the first time I met her in 
1991. When I asked how she became a home schooler, she took me back 
twenty years, to when her second son, Patrick, was just starting school. She 
remembers a kindergarten teacher scheduling a parent conference to dis- 
cuss Patrick’s attention span: 


[The teacher] said, “I just don’t know what I’m going to do with your child. 
His attention span is just too long.” I said, “Say that again please.” She said, 
“Well his attention span is just too long. When I tell [the class] to draw a 
picture, Patrick has a half-hour picture in mind and the others will only sit 
still for about five minutes.” And I said, “Well it sounds like you have a 
38 


problem. I don’t think be has a problem. 


Years later, Patrick’s third-grade teacher literally “tied him in his desk” for 
reading the wrong books—C. S. Lewis instead of the class reader. On that 
occasion Deirdre met with the principal to request that Patrick be assigned 
to another teacher. She well remembers the principal’s refusal. 


[He said], “Well, there’s no way we can do that. If we move your child, we 
have to move everybody.” Which is such a stupid argument. I hear it all the 
time. And it really is a blow to anybody’s intelligence. Of course you can do 
it. If you’re going to treat individual children individually, it isn’t necessarily 
true that they’ll each do well in the same classroom. 


Dissatisfied, Deirdre moved Patrick outside the public school system. She 
found an amenable place for him, and for her own talents as an organizer, 
in the alternative schools appearing in Chicago and throughout the coun- 
try in the 1970s.*? 

Patrick attended alternative schools for several years, and his mother 
found their democratic philosophies appealing. She had participated in the 
women’s movement when her children were small, and much of the alter- 
native schools’ organizational blueprints were familiar from her earlier ex- 
periences.*? One of Patrick’s schools, for example, was run as a collective 
of parents, teachers, and students. Deirdre became an active parent, even 
an activist. Eventually she came to participate in the alternative school 
movement nationally, traveling to attend conferences of the National Coa- 
lition of Alternative Community Schools (NCACS). 

In time, however, Deirdre became apprehensive that Patrick’s academic 
potential was being stymied. She supported alternative schools in general, 
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but not any one for any child—especially her own. When the family moved 
to a new home in a different part of the city, the only alternative school 
available for Patrick didn’t challenge him adequately. Deirdre pulled him 
out. “He ended up being at home,” Deirdre said. “We didn’t think of 
ourselves as ‘home schoolers’ necessarily, it was just that we didn’t have any 
other choice.” 

Soon Deirdre found a language to describe what she was doing in the 
words of John Holt, a charismatic educational reformer who rose to na- 
tional prominence with the publication of his first book, How Children 
Fail. Holt had been a key player in the alternative school movement, and 
Deirdre befriended him during their mutual involvement in NCACS in 
the late 1970s. But at the end of that decade Holt began to urge parents to 
abandon schooling entirely. His argument came with a pedagogy, which 
he called “unschooling,” that took place at home and required neither 
classrooms nor teachers. Holt published his own newsletter, Growing 
Without Schooling, that included addresses and phone numbers of the earli- 
est unschoolers. Deirdre’s name was among them, and in 1982 she got a 
call. 

The voice on the other end of the line told Deirdre about a group of 
parents who knew each other through Lamaze childbirth classes and La 
Leche League.” They were considering home schooling their children. 
Could Deirdre help? A series of conversations culminated in an open 
house for interested parents in the spring of 1983. “We figured we’d have 
a dozen people,” Deirdre said. “Forty people came. They couldn’t all fit in 
the living room.” The meeting became the nucleus for a new support or- 
ganization, Home Oriented Unschooling Experience. “That’s how the 
HOUSE network got started,” Deirdre said. 

Creating an organization required decisions about how to organize. “I’ve 
had a fair amount of experience in groups,” Deirdre explained, 


and I said this group, with all of the different approaches [represented], this 
has to be a consensus group. There can’t be somebody who’s the boss and we 
aren’t going to have officers, we’re going to be taking turns because no- 
body’s going to be the expert. We’re so diverse, and we can’t have anyone 
saying this is “the way” to do it. It just will not work. And generally speaking 
that’s the way the HOUSE groups have run. 


The mid-1980s were active years for HOUSE. The organization spon- 
sored a lecture by John Holt in Chicago, shortly before his death in 1985. 
HOUSE soon became a network of multiple chapters throughout the city 
and downstate. While HOUSE gained organizational momentum, one of 
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its rules remained constant. According to Deirdre, “The one thing that the 
HOUSE network has insisted upon is that anyone can come no matter 
what their point of view is. No matter what their educational philosophy or 
their religious view or whatever, this is a group that’s open to anybody who 
wants to come.”** And come they did. By 1985, HOUSE members sur- 
mised sufficient interest in home schooling to sponsor a curriculum fair. 
Held at Chicago’s Museum of Science and Industry, the fair signaled a 
turning point for home schooling in Illinois. “Things sort of took off after 
that,” Deirdre said. 

Not everyone found a home in HOUSE, however. From the earliest 
days of the organization there were Protestant Christians in HOUSE 
groups; some of them were happy there, but others were not quite com- 
fortable with the parenting styles and teaching philosophies they found at 
HOUSE meetings. Theresa Marquette, a born-again Christian, was one of 
the HOUSE parents who sought support among others who shared her 
faith. Theresa was impressed with the organizational acumen of HOUSE 
in the early 1980s and, she says, grateful for the initial support she got from 
HOUSE groups. “But on a faith level, I struggled with it, the strong phi- 
losophy of unschooling among many of the people in HOUSE.”* Part of 
the trouble, as I learned from many parents, was that unschooling’s pre- 
sumption about the inherent goodness of children did not sit well with 
conservative Protestants, who tended to balance their high regard for chil- 
dren’s potential with a strong conviction about the inherent sinfulness of 
humankind. 

Theresa attended HOUSE meetings during her first year of home 
schooling in 1981; the following year, she inquired of HOUSE organizers 
whether she and a few other parents could start another group, under the 
HOUSE umbrella, specifically for born-again Christians. The group was 
to be called “His HOUSE,” referencing both the connection to the parent 
organization and the satellite’s commitment to their Heavenly Father. 
“Our intent was not to be exclusive,” ‘Theresa explained to me years later. 
“We had great respect for HOUSE. We were organizing kinds of people 
and we recognized that they had done a lot of good work. But we wanted 
support that was more in keeping with our faith.” 

HOUSE remained committed to its nonsectarianism. “People were of 
course welcome to start whatever kind of group they wanted. But they 
could not organize a Christian group and call ita HOUSE group,” Deir- 
dre Brown explained.“ If a support group were to carry the HOUSE 
name, HOUSE organizers stipulated that it would have to welcome all 
comers and not be formally religious. While apparently there were no hard 


25 


CHAPTER ONE 


feelings on either side of the disagreement, Theresa Marquette and a 
handful of other believers left HOUSE and began to form their own sup- 
port network specifically for conservative Protestants. 

“My parents were both schoolteachers, and they told us as soon as we 
were starting to have children, they said, ‘start saving your money now for 
private school.’ And with that we were like, okay, private school. That’s 
how we were thinking.”*® This is how Susan Jerome and her husband, 
Steve, explained the beginning of their own journey into home education. 
Like Deirdre Brown, they considered alternative schools before home 
schooling, but they had different alternatives in mind. For the Jeromes, 
Christian day schools were prime candidates. There were several such 
schools in the Chicago area when the Jeromes’ children were small—local 
manifestations of the Christian day school movement that swept the coun- 
try in the 1970s.” 

But one day in the early 1980s, Steve and Susan heard about another 
option. James Dobson’s syndicated Focus on the Family radio program, 
aired on religious stations nationally, carried a series of interviews with Dr. 
Raymond Moore. A Seventh-Day Adventist and education researcher, 
Moore had long advocated home instruction for young children. In his 
radio interviews with Dr. Moore in the early 1980s, Dobson went on rec- 
ord in support of home-based instruction, even carrying Dr. and Mrs. 
Moore’s recent book, Home Grown Kids, in his mail-order service. “So 
that’s where I first heard about it and I thought, ‘I can do this!’” Susan said. 
“I got [the] book and read it and thought, ‘Oh, this is it! ” Steve added that 
hearing about home schooling on Focus made it seem all the more plausi- 
ble. “Dobson’s endorsement really gave Dr. Moore some legitimacy. It 
gave home schooling legitimacy. I think it made a lot of difference for a lot 
of people, that Dobson supported it.” 

Soon the Jeromes sought out other people who were interested in home 
schooling. 


When we started out, started to become interested in it, we heard about .. . 
a support group that was going to meet in one family’s home. And we went. 
[I remember] the meeting was in the basement, there were ten couples. That 
was really the beginning for us. And after we had formed our group, we 
assembled information for other people, for other people who wanted to 
form support groups. 


These early meetings were the nucleus of Illinois Christian Home Educa- 
tors (ICHE), an organizational network that, over the next decade, would 
include virtually all Christian homeschool support groups statewide. 
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Susan explained how the basement group provided information that 
made things easier for families who came to home schooling in later years: 


Initially you spent so much time looking up the law and figuring it out. I 
mean, back then there was no one you could call to just give you that infor- 
mation, like there is now. There were no experts. It was all uncharted terri- 
tory. So we had to do the homework ourselves, actually go to the law books 
and look up what was pertinent to home education, and compile information 
about curriculum and all the rest. So after we started, we put together a big 
binder of information that included information about the law in Illinois, 
and all of the articles and literature that we had on home schooling, and we 
made it available to anyone else who was interested. 


‘To their pleasure, these first families found that Illinois law was friendly to 
home schoolers. A 1950 state supreme court ruling had defined home 
schools as private schools under Illinois education statutes. Consequently, 
home schoolers in the state are required only to teach curriculum compa- 
rable to that used in public schools, in English, to their children between 
the ages of seven and sixteen.°” The fortuitous court ruling, handed down 
decades before the contemporary movement began, gave the state one of 
the most favorable legal climates for home schooling in the country. But in 
the early 1980s, pertinent education law, like much else about home educa- 
tion, was unknown to many. 

Many, however, were interested in home schooling. In 1984, ICHE 
sponsored its first statewide conference, with Raymond Moore himself as 
the keynote speaker. Moore cooperated with ICHE volunteers in coordi- 
nating the local event, supplying them with the Illinois entries on his na- 
tional mailing list and giving them a share of convention revenues. To- 
gether with conservative family advocate Phyllis Schlafly, Moore appeared 
on the campus of Wheaton College, a prominent evangelical school in 
Chicago’s western suburbs, on July 23, 1984. In the audience were 650 
registered conferees. The event generated ICHE’s first statewide mailing 
list, and $2,000 for its first checking account.*! 

As with the HOUSE curriculum fair, the ICHE conference was the be- 
ginning of several years of rapid growth for its sponsor. By the late 1980s, 
ICHE was holding annual statewide conferences. As Steve recalled, 
“There were a few years in there where the [registration] numbers 
just went up dramatically from year to year. I mean, [in] one year they 
doubled.” 

Unlike HOUSE, which had no formally appointed leaders—and, in- 
deed, no formally written bylaws until 1992°°—ICHE had adopted a 
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quasi-corporate structure by the late 1980s. It had secured 501(c)(3) tax- 
exempt status and was administered by an internally appointed board of 
directors; Steve and Susan Jerome were two of its first members. The 
board takes responsibility for producing ICHE’s annual conferences and 
serves as a practical network hub for support groups statewide. ICHE be- 
came an organizational mechanism for linking local constituencies with 
one another and for defining local groups as expressly Christian; all groups 
in the network are obliged to formally concur with ICHE’s “statement of 
faith,” a document that lists basic tenets of conservative Protestant theol- 
ogy. Each local group, however, maintains a high level of autonomy. “We 
didn’t tell [local support groups] how to run their groups, in fact we’ve 
never done that, and ICHE support groups still make their own decisions 
about how to run,” Susan explained. 

Home schoolers’ different life philosophies had some organizational 
consequences even in those early days. By the mid-1980s there were two 
somewhat distinct support networks, one nominally Christian and the 
other explicitly ecumenical, that operated according to somewhat different 
rules. But despite the emergent differences in organization, religious faith, 
and favored gurus, boundaries between the camps were fluid throughout 
the decade. Home schoolers of many different stripes often found them- 
selves attending the same support groups, conferences, and curriculum 
fairs. Homeschool friendships linked those with a wide range of beliefs. In 
1984 leaders from the two camps collaborated, forming the Ad Hoc Com- 
mittee for Illinois Home Education Legal and Legislative Matters (Ad 
Hoc) to defend homeschooling freedoms before local school districts and 
at the state capitol in Springfield. Among the groups represented on Ad 
Hoc early on were HOUSE, ICHE, and Clonlara School, a Michigan- 
based, nonsectarian correspondence program that had many registered 
students in Illinois. Also represented was Christian Liberty Academy, an- 
other private school with a sizable correspondence program, headquar- 
tered in suburban Chicago. 

Although home schoolers in Illinois enjoyed a favorable legal climate, 
their efforts still met with suspicions—especially in the early years—from 
some legislators, school authorities, and child welfare workers. Ad Hoc’s 
mission was to talk back to such critics and, when necessary, to lobby in 
defense of basic homeschool freedoms. In 1987, for example, the commit- 
tee lobbied against state legislation that would have required home- 
schooled children to be registered with the state; it presented an informa- 
tional workshop on home schooling to staff of the state child welfare 
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department; and it countered efforts by the Cook County regional school 
superintendent to regulate home schooling locally.** 

Because its founders were aware of the wide range of beliefs and life- 
styles represented in the budding cause, Ad Hoc adopted a consensual de- 
cision-making system whereby the organization could only pursue actions 
agreed upon by its entire membership. An early Ad Hoc flyer promised, 
“Due to the diverse nature of this group, all position papers must be agreed 
to word for word by all members. . . . Written correspondence must reflect 
the delicate balance of differing philosophies held by the Ad Hoc mem- 
bers.” Ad Hoc’s consensus rules included an all-or-nothing escape clause: 
“In the event that the committee is unable to establish a position agreeable 
to all members, it is understood that each [member] organization will take 
action consistent with their educational philosophy.” 

In this ecumenical spirit, home schooling flourished in Illinois through 
the end of the decade. Numbers of recruits and support groups mush- 
roomed in the 1980s, while some local advocates claim that the growth 
leveled off in the early 1990s. By 1994, Deirdre Brown estimated for the 
Chicago Sun-Times that there were ten thousand homeschooled children in 
the state, while other seasoned players in Illinois later told me they would 
put the number even higher.” HOUSE claimed nine local support group 
chapters statewide in 1993; by 1995, ICHE had over a hundred affiliated 
local organizations. 

As its organizational network grew more elaborate, news about this little 
movement diffused through ever larger populations. As the years went by, 
more and more people had heard of home education. They had seen dis- 
cussions of it on a talk show, heard about it on the radio, or knew someone 
at church, or down the street, who homeschooled her own kids. It was like 
anything new and provocative: the more people who got a little taste of it, 
the more there were who actually gave it a try. 
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From Parents to Teachers 


Mites FROM THE Office towers and leafy boulevards that postcards call Chi- 
cago, the modest buildings and simply landscaped yards on Tara Cook’s 
block recall a middle-class, white ethnic north side. From the back porch 
where we are sitting, Tara keeps a subtle eye on her sons, Jonah and 
Trevor, playing more and less amicably in the narrow backyard. Jonah, the 
oldest and nearing six, has not yet been in school. Tara and I spend the 
better part of an afternoon discussing why. 

“I have always been a little bit alternative,” Tara tells me straightaway. 
Before having children, she worked as a nurse, most recently in the deliv- 
ery room of a prestigious urban hospital. Back then she was “somewhat 
left-wing allopathic. ... You know, I would be the one on the unit if peo- 
ple came in with birth plans and they wanted to not use monitors and drugs 
and all that kind of stuff, I would be one of the people who would say, ‘Give 
that to me.’” Tara had some philosophical troubles with the work, though, 
critical as she was of conventional medical models of childbirth. Her own 
children were born either in birth centers or at home. Tara is now with her 
children virtually full-time, while also seeing counseling clients at her 
home a few hours a week. Her husband, Frank, a medical professional of 
less alternative stripe, maintains his office nearby. 

“My interests have been children and child rearing, and all that kind of 
stuff, and reading a lot about it. So I used to just spend hours, whenever 
[my kids] were nursing or asleep, I would just read,” she explained. “I had 
started reading articles in Mothering, and really enjoyed the concepts of 
home schooling. I really enjoyed the philosophies and the thoughts that 
went along with it, giving [children] more latitude. Also Raymond and 
Dorothy Moore’s stuff.” She spoke highly of John Holt’s books: “I’ve read 
a couple of his. . . . Learning All the Time was the last one that I read, it was 
the one he was in the middle of writing when he died. And I just love it. I 
love it. I don’t know what else to say.” 

‘Tara contrasted home schooling with her own educational biography, 
constrained as it was by the routines of conventional schools. “I’m a result 
of a Catholic grade school and then public high school and [a state college], 
and I feel like so much has been squelched. Creativity and enthusiasm for 
learning. It’s been more like punishment and a burden a lot of times.” She 
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wants things to be different for her own children. “I want them to be able 
to learn, and create the space [for them] to learn out of heart and out of 
desire.”! 

An hour farther out, in the comfortable northern suburbs, Chicago and 
its famously troubled schools seem far away. But Eric and Marci Rayburn 
are still sufficiently wary of conventional schools that they have kept their 
daughter Carolyn, a personable second grader, at home. Unlike her infant 
sister, Sydney, who was asleep in the bedroom, Carolyn was never out of 
sight the evening I spoke to her parents. She spent much of her time sitting 
quietly between them on the sofa while they explained, in articulate detail, 
why they chose home schooling over public and private schools for their 
daughter. At times her parents asked Carolyn to tell me something about 
home schooling that she particularly liked: learning about forts and castles, 
making bricks from mud and straw, memorizing all the books of the Bible 
and then receiving her own Bible as a reward. 

Eric and Marci had several reasons for keeping Carolyn home. One had 
to do with how conventional schools organize the learning process. “I real- 
ized that I wouldn’t really have a choice over who my child’s teachers 
would be, and over what kind of philosophy of life they would bring to my 
children every day,” Marci said. A former public school teacher, she had 
been on the inside herself and did not like what she saw. “People are not 
loving toward children, you know, if the child has a problem and is disrup- 
tive in the classroom, it’s not dealt with in love. It’s dealt with [in a way 
that] I felt many times bordered on being inhuman.” Eric complained 
about “the emphasis on competition in education, that the only way that 
you can be good is to have somebody else be not as good. That bothered 
us, that it wasn’t a measure of self against your potential or your abilities 
but just, ‘well, I got a better grade than you got’. . . . children were allowed 
to do that, and in some cases encouraged [to do that].” Some reading had 
helped the Rayburns make sense of their frustrations. “It was about the 
time this fellow was writing, Raymond Moore,” Marci said, motioning to 
some books on the coffee table in front of her. They had set out some 
material to show me that evening. “We picked up a couple of these books 
and started reading them.”” 

Akin to ‘Tara Cook and the Rayburns, all the parents I met had good 
reasons for home schooling: conventional classrooms that make learning a 
chore; inflexible or incoherent curricula; inhuman organizations that fail 
to discipline with love. Parents were eager to talk about their reasons. I had 
little reason to be surprised. People who do things unconventionally tend 
to become skilled at explaining themselves to critics.’ Over the years, home 
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schoolers’ critics have been varied and numerous: school officials, grocery 
store checkout clerks, talk show hosts, and wary relatives. 

This chapter is about how home schoolers defy the critics while learning 
to settle their own uncertainties. “I’m scared,” another mother confided to 
me, “wondering whether I’m doing the right thing or not, whether Pm 
capable of doing it.”* “I was scared, I was nervous. I didn’t know if I could 
handle it, if this was the right thing,” said another. Home schooling can be 
scary. It requires that parents suspend faith in an entire education system. 
It brings the possibility that one’s home work will be monitored by school 
authorities. Sometimes it means sacrificing a second family income and a 
significant margin of financial security. For those without formal training 
or experience as teachers, it requires that parents trust themselves to man- 
age a range of tasks typically understood to be the purview of experts. And 
there is no student teaching, no trial run. As with conventional parenting 
and bicycle riding, one must learn by doing and suffer the scrapes as they 
come. But unlike with these more conventional skills, friends and relatives 
are much less likely to lend the empathy of experience. These sources of 
apprehension were especially formidable in the early years, through much 
of the 1980s, when the legal status of home schooling was more precarious, 
homeschool households few in number, and positive media coverage hard 
to find. 

The transition from apprehension to commitment is made possible, in 
part, through parents’ interactions with those who are already committed. 
Most of the home schoolers I met had participated in a support group at 
least in the early years of their effort. In support groups, “You kind of 
bump into people with similar philosophies or kids that have similar learn- 
ing styles and things like that,” said another mom.ć Some parents partici- 
pate in multiple groups. “I just really needed it for lots of reasons,” said one 
mother of five who participated in two homeschool organizations for a 
time. “My children were all young and I needed the contact with other 
women who felt about the same way I did.”” Support groups also prove to 
be good curatives for skeptics. As a mother of two explained: “I’ve tried to 
take [my husband] to some of the ... meetings, which is an incredibly 
powerful thing. And I always put this in when I talk about it at all with 
people: ‘Oh yes, I belong to a parent association of over 150 families... .’ 
Well, it must be OK, because, after all, 150 families are doing it.” The 
numbers make the whole project seem more reasonable, less frightening. 

The transition to commitment, then, is a meaningful one. To become 
committed to home schooling, people need to redefine “what everyone 
knows,” namely, that there are good academic and developmental reasons 
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for children to be in school. Commitment to home schooling is in sig- 
nificant part a rhetorical matter. It happens only when people can convince 
themselves that what they are up to is reasonable. To get a sense of how 
important the rhetorical element is, consider how unlikely it would be for 
a parent to consciously take any risk with his or her own child, without a 
reason.” Creating good arguments in favor of home schooling, then, was 
the first task of the nascent movement’s entrepreneurs. 

Making good arguments is complicated business. Good arguments are 
legitimate: they are built from premises that relevant parties already take as 
sound. This requires that their authors have considerable knowledge of the 
cultural context in which they are speaking. If the arguments are to change 
behavior, they should be innovative: what is given needs to be rendered 
problematic somehow. This requires intelligence, and at least a bit of savvy 
on the author’s end. Finally, a measure of artfulness is useful. Arguments 
that are not overly complex and that make emotional as well as intellectual 
appeals are more likely to compel listeners.'° 

However implicitly, home education’s earliest advocates understood all 
of this. They made their arguments legitimate by speaking in harmony 
with some resonant chords in American culture: our belief that all people 
are individuals, with rights; our suspicion that “experts” are not as 
trustworthy as common sense; and our worries that government is too in- 
trusive and does not serve us very well. Homeschool advocates innovated 
on these notions by pitting them against a new target—school. And they 
often did so with elegant simplicity and gut-hitting emotion. 

In one sense these arguments have many authors. They can be found at 
every support group and curriculum fair, in every homeschool periodical, 
and in a cacophony of Internet chat lines. But a handful of advocates as- 
sembled the basic features of homeschool rhetoric years ago. ‘Their signal 
accomplishments were to fashion arguments strong enough to make peo- 
ple rethink conventional schooling and then to figure out how the argu- 
ments could be disseminated to the kinds of people who would find them 
compelling. Pulling it off required an enviable combination of intellectual 
and organizational skill.!' These advocates did not create a social move- 
ment by themselves, of course, but they did much to establish the basic 
rhetoric through which home schooling is made reasonable even today. 

The nature of that rhetoric has been important in two ways to the fate 
of home schooling as a social movement. On the one hand, its harmony 
with core tenets of the general culture has enabled home schoolers to con- 
vince consequential outsiders, and themselves, that home schooling is an 
acceptable thing to do. At the same time, the existence of incompatible, 
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even contradictory, arguments in favor of home schooling has made it eas- 
ier for an always diverse homeschool movement to remain factionalized. 


LIBERATING THE ESSENTIAL CHILD 


Some cornerstones of homeschool pedagogy are outgrowths of the heady 
climate for school reform in the 1960s and 1970s. Part of the cultural per- 
colation of those decades was a renewed political militancy among left- 
liberals regarding the role of education in creating social change. The au- 
thority challenges common on university campuses of the era had an echo 
among the educational intelligentsia, where a cadre of reformers spurred a 
grassroots movement with arguments for new schools independent of the 
educational establishment. A flurry of books called for progressive parents 
to “free the children” by “doing your own school.” Author-activists such as 
Jonathan Kozol and Allen Graubard encouraged parents who “have de- 
spaired over the possibility of substantial changes within the public school 
system within a reasonable time” to start their own, autonomous institu- 
tions beyond the constraints of conventional school systems.'” 

Many reformers advocated dramatic change in conventional schools as 
well. Herbert Kohl, James Herndon, and others encouraged self-directed 
learning, doing away with desks, eliminating rigidly sequential curriculum 
and formal testing, and replacing all of these with more individualized and 
egalitarian approaches. These causes had an emancipatory tenor that har- 
monized well with the anti-Establishment rhetoric of the times. “Vietnam 
and the civil rights movement, counterculture—those had been the pass- 
words,” wrote James Herndon of this era of school reform. “We had 
sought alternatives ... to what? Well, to everything, in the end, but espe- 
cially to the mind-numbing public school classrooms.” 

“For most American children there is essentially one public school sys- 
tem in the United States, and it is authoritarian and oppressive,” lamented 
Herbert Kohl in his 1969 book, The Open Classroom. “Students everywhere 
are deprived of the right to make choices concerning their own desti- 
nies.”!* For Kohl, Herndon, and other advocates who were working to 
exemplify emancipatory pedagogies in “alternative” and “free” schools 
across the country, the problem was that the rigid authority hierarchies 
and lockstep curricula of conventional classrooms were designed to serve 
organizational objectives, not students. Schools were like factories or ma- 
chines. They were bureaucracies, and bureaucracies were bad. They failed 
to allow children intellectual or emotional breathing room. 
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Invoking the rhetoric of personal experience, one of the hallmarks of 
other social movements of the era,!° Kohl supported the ideas in The Open 
Classroom with his own frustrations as a fifth-grade teacher in a Harlem 
public school: 


I was having troubles with the curriculum, with my students, with bureau- 
cratic details, with other teachers, and, most of all, with myself. I was bewil- 
dered and angered by what was expected of me, and overwhelmed by my 
contact with students. I was supposed to teach the fifth-grade curriculum, no 
matter who my students were or what they cared about. I was also supposed 
to take attendance; sign circulars . . . take my turn at yard duty, hall duty, and 
lunchroom duty. The demands were as frequent as they were senseless. Yet 
they were insignificant when compared with the pressure to fulfill the func- 
tion considered most essential to a teacher’s success—controlling the chil- 
dren.!° 


The tendency toward control was one of the progressive reformers’ pri- 
mary criticisms of conventional schools. These activists feared that schools 
were more likely to contain and process children rather than, as Kohl 
called it, “loving students as learners”! and “respecting the language and 
culture of the learner.”!® “My concern is not to improve ‘education, ” pro- 
claimed the reformer John Holt, “but to do away with it, to end the 
ugly and anti-human business of people-shaping and let people shape 
themselves.”!? 

One of home schooling’s earliest and most influential advocates, John 
Holt initially achieved prominence in the traffic of the progressive school 
reform movement. Holt’s ideas were first widely disseminated in his 1964 
collection of essays, How Children Fail. Beginning with this book, Holt’s 
lifelong concern was that conventionally structured classrooms and curric- 
ula squelched children’s natural inquisitiveness. He believed that all chil- 
dren had an inherent proclivity for learning, which schools routinely re- 
placed with the anxieties of academic competition. Formal schools were 
less interested in making sure children learned than in making sure that 
their charges were graded and credentialed in some standard way. “No- 
body starts out stupid,” Holt wrote in an exposition on intelligence in How 
Children Fail. “You only have to watch babies and infants, to think seri- 
ously about what all of them learn and do, to see that, except for the most 
grossly retarded, they show a style of life, and a desire and ability to learn 
that in an older person we might well call genius. . . . But what happens, as 
we get older, to this extraordinary capacity for learning and intellectual 
growth?” Writing from his observations in a fifth-grade classroom, Holt 
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was seeking to understand the widely varied achievement levels of chil- 
dren. He answered his own question with a conclusion he would spend the 
rest of his life elaborating: it was not the different abilities of children that 
explained their varied achievement levels, but rather the competitive, judg- 
mental environment of school. “What happens,” he wrote, 


is that [this capacity for learning] is destroyed, and more than by any other 
thing, by the process we misname education. . .. We adults destroy most of 
the intellectual and creative capacity of children by the things we do to them 
or make them do. We destroy this capacity above all by making them afraid, 
afraid of not doing what other people want, of not pleasing, of making mis- 
takes, of failing, of being wrong. 


It was school as a bureaucracy, requiring standardized ways of measuring 
achievement and distributing rewards, that Holt believed stifled children’s 
inherent capacity for learning. “Children are by nature and from birth very 
curious about the world around them, and very energetic, resourceful, and 
competent in exploring it, finding out about it, and mastering it. . . . Babies 
are not blobs, but true scientists,” he wrote in his 1981 book, Teach Your 
Own.’! Holt long maintained that the innate intelligence and “love of 
learning in children, which is so strong when they are small,” is destroyed 
by parents and teachers and the very structure of school organizations “en- 
couraging and compelling [children] to work for petty and contemptible 
rewards—gold stars, or papers marked 100 and tacked to the wall, or 4’s on 
report cards, or honor rolls, or dean’s lists, or Phi Beta Kappa keys—in 
short, for the ignoble satisfaction of feeling that they are better than some- 
one else.””? For Holt, school’s rigid, inherently competitive environment, 
rather than children’s different abilities or opportunities, explained how 
children fail. 

John Holt’s prominence in the progressive school reform movement 
came not from formal credentials (he was famously elusive about his own 
educational background)” or from any formal research accomplishments 
but rather from his remarkable ability to meld an incisive institutional cri- 
tique with a compelling philosophy of human potential. Testament to 
Holt’s gift for impassioned prose and to the wide public interest in liberal 
school reform during the era, How Children Fail and the sequel, How Chil- 
dren Learn, eventually sold over a million and a half copies and were trans- 
lated into several foreign languages.’* Their author was heralded in the 
New York Review of Books as “in a class with Piaget.”’> But Holt would not 
long remain a school reformer. He soon abandoned hope of revamping 
schools according to his philosophy and began a crusade for a different 
kind of learning. 
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In his 1976 book, Instead of Education, Holt publicly proclaimed “the 
failure of school reform” and advocated what he believed a more philo- 
sophically defensible pedagogy. Instead of Education was an impassioned 
rationale for why formal instruction of virtually any sort is incapable of 
serving children’s needs: 


Education, with its supporting system of compulsory and competitive 
schooling, all its carrots and sticks, its grades, diplomas, and credentials, now 
seems to me perhaps the most authoritarian and dangerous of all the social 
inventions of mankind. It is the deepest foundation of the modern and 
worldwide slave state, in which most people feel themselves to be nothing 
but producers, consumers, spectators, and “fans,” driven more and more, in 
all parts of their lives, by greed, envy, and fear.”¢ 


Carrying the institutional-critical rhetoric of the school reform movement 
to dramatic proportions, Holt made an explicit connection between con- 
ventional schooling and an oppressive vision of the modern state. For Holt 
“education” now meant “learning cut off from active life and done under 
pressure of bribe or threat, greed and fear.” He advocated instead a peda- 
gogy of “doing—self-directed, purposeful, meaningful life and work.””” 

By the late 1970s, Holt had given this pedagogy a name. He argued that 
both children and their parents needed to be “unschooled”—stripped of 
their assumption that education was instruction and made to see that “true 
learning . . . has to do with our ability to think up important questions and 
then find ways to get useful answers. [It] is not a trick that can be taught, 
nor does it need to be. We are born with it, and if our other deep animal 
needs are fairly well satisfied, and we have reasonable access to the world 
around us, we will put it to work on that world.”?8 Self-directed learning 
was the only kind one ought reasonably to expect of children. Holt even 
proclaimed this kind of learning an inalienable human right, “next to the 
right to life itself, the most fundamental of all human rights, .. . the right 
to control our own minds and thoughts.””? 

Before his untimely death from cancer in 1985, Holt had completed 
nine books, toured nationally and internationally for speaking engage- 
ments, and founded Growing Without Schooling, a magazine published out 
of Cambridge, Massachusetts, that both called for and helped solidify a 
nascent homeschool movement.*? Through his prolific work Holt articu- 
lated core tenets of homeschooling philosophy: that children are unique 
individuals from the moment of birth, and that their essential beings are 
demeaned by conventional schools. Extending the American ideals of per- 
sonal liberty and individualism to the earliest reaches of the life course, 
Holt maintained that children were individuals before they were ever 
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social beings; he argued that disregarding or usurping this individuality 
was a kind of moral crime. Children as “do-ers”—self-directed learners— 
take on the status in Holt’s pedagogy as fully autonomous beings: “The 
point is that it is the do-er, not someone else, who has decided what he will 
say, hear, read, write, or think or dream about. He is at the center or his 
own actions. He plans, directs, controls and judges them. He does them for 
his own purposes. ... His actions are not ordered and controlled from 
outside. They belong to him and are a part of him.”?! 


PROTECTING THE FRAGILE CHILD 


During the same years that Holt developed his pedagogy, a husband-and- 
wife team carved out their own notoriety as educational reformers. Out- 
side the cadre of progressive advocates in which Holt found his intellectual 
nourishment, Raymond and Dorothy Moore built notable careers as critics 
of conventional schooling. Seventh-Day Adventists by faith and educa- 
tional researchers by training, the Moores developed a national reputation 
during the 1970s by deriding the conventional wisdom that early schooling 
was necessary or even appropriate for young children. Headquartered at 
Andrews University in Michigan, the Moores compiled results from child 
development research conducted at major universities throughout the 
country. Armed with a long bibliography, they conducted a public cam- 
paign that challenged the wisdom of sending children to school before 
they reached eight, nine, or even ten years of age. Like Holt, the Moores 
eventually abandoned the prospect of school reform; like Holt, they ulti- 
mately encouraged parents to pull their children out of school; and like 
Holt, their efforts created core rationales for a soon-to-blossom home- 
school movement. 

But the emphasis of the Moores’ message was different. Holt sought to 
protect children’s right to self-determination. The Moores sought, rather, 
to protect children from schools. In the Moores’ pedagogical vision chil- 
dren are not autonomous beings. They require instruction—albeit careful 
instruction—from appropriate authorities. The Moores concurred with 
Holt and his circle that conventional schooling was detrimental to chil- 
dren, but not because it was authoritarian. For the Moores the problem 
was that the authorities ruled with methods ill suited to children’s fragile 
natures. The distinction was subtle but significant, for it led them to advo- 
cate a pedagogy premised on hierarchical relationships quite unlike Holt’s 
unschooling.*? 
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The Moores used the language of child development to make their 
claims, drawing on research documenting the limits of young children’s 
motor skills, vision and hearing capacities, and reasoning abilities. They 
argued that children were physically and developmentally ill equipped for 
formal classroom instruction until they achieved a point the Moores called 
their “integrated maturity level,” or IML. IML was the point in chil- 
dren’s development when sight, hearing, motor skills, and reasoning ca- 
pacities were sufficiently evolved and coordinated that children could be 
expected to function reasonably in a conventional classroom. Integrated 
maturity levels were highly individuated, the Moores cautioned. Each 
child reached his or her IML at a different time, and formal schooling was 
detrimental to the child who had not yet attained it. The Moores warned 
that vision impairment and a host of otherwise preventable learning dis- 
abilities were the risks of formal schooling before attainment of IML.** 

The Moores’ claims first entered the national media through a feature 
article in Harper’s in 1972 and were elaborated in their books Better Late 
Than Early and School Can Wait. In the subsequent Home Grown Kids and 
Home-Spun Schools, the Moores explicitly linked their claims as researchers 
to the promise of home schooling.” To support their cause the Moores 
left academia and created their own organization. Their Hewitt-Moore 
Research Foundation in Washougal, Washington, provided advice, net- 
work connections, and curriculum services to families pursuing “home- 
based education,” or home schooling. 

In some ways the rationale for home-based education sounds like Holt’s 
defense of unschooling. In a manner that unschooling’s champion would 
have appreciated, the Moores use a rich metaphor to describe the mecha- 
nistic procedures of schools when they claim that many parents “are re- 
thinking the idea of mass-produced education and are coming up with the 
notion that maybe ‘custom-made’ is not so elitist after all. Their young- 
sters are not manufactured toys; they are home-grown kids.”3° For the 
Moores as for Holt, schools are factory-like places, and their standardized 
procedures are what make otherwise good children into “problem” kids: 


The tendency for most schools and similar institutions is to make the child’s 
program rigid. This is a necessary feature of mass production. The young- 
ster’s activity for much of the day is focused in a few square feet area around 
his desk, and timed out to the minute. As the years have rolled on, we have 
tightened the noose and piled on the studies, expecting the child nobly to 
respond with higher achievement. But it hasn’t worked out that way. School 
records have dismally declined, with learning failure, delinquency, and 
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hyperactivity racing for first place in HEW statistics. Is this what we want for 
our children??? 


In this folksy, readable prose, the Moores reiterate Holt’s disdain for the 
bureaucratic elements of conventional schooling. 

Unlike Holt, however, the Moores replace conventional schools with a 
more intimate school-at-home. Suspect bureaucrats are replaced with be- 
nevolent parents. “Mothers and fathers can provide deeper security, 
sheerer closeness, sharper instincts, longer continuity, warmer responses, 
more logical control and more natural example than the staff in the best 
care center or kindergarten,” exclaim Raymond and Dorothy Moore in 
Home Grown Kids: 


Without ever ringing a school bell, monitoring a recess or opening a course- 
of-study manual or even knowing the inside of a college, their teaching and 
care in their home are for their children ... easily superior to the most 
skilled professors outside it. And a combination of all parental advantages 
will instinctively or with simple and most modest help usually bring out 
children who excel academically, behaviorally, morally, and socially.** 


The message is clear: schools cannot substitute for parent-child intimacy 
and the “instinctual” knowledge of parents. 

By lending distinctive importance to the role of parents in appropriate 
instruction, the Moores invoke a hierarchical relationship between chil- 
dren and authority quite different from Holt’s emancipatory pedagogy. 
Where Holt advocated children’s liberation from instructional authorities 
of any kind, the Moores presume the legitimate authority of parents. Hier- 
archical relationships between children and their teachers are fine, so long 
as the teachers are the right ones. “The hand that rocks the cradle rules the 
world,” the Moores remind parents. “Let’s be sobered at the thought of 
loosening that grip.” Throughout much of their work the Moores implied 
that more than sound research supports the appropriateness of parental 
authority. “Let us not forget that the God who designed the kids ordained 
the family to nest them. And let the school follow after.”*? 


In many ways the claims of John Holt and the Moores sound familiar, 
coming as they do from old ideas about the nature of children and the 
parent-child relationship. Western culture has long regarded childhood as 
a special, even sacred, period of the life course. Much historical work sug- 
gests that the specialness and preciousness of childhood develops in tan- 
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dem with the elaboration of modern individualism, a cultural product with 
a deep and complicated past. And American civil law has long lent sanctity 
to the parent-child relationship. These reformers’ arguments are not 
brand-new, then, but rather are innovative versions of established ideas. 
Making the arguments was a crucial beginning for a nascent homeschool 
movement because they created the general framework within which home 
schooling would be rendered comprehensible and compelling to parents, 
and defensible to consequential outsiders. The arguments had to be both 
old and new: old, so that they would sound familiar and even inevitable; 
new, so that they would spur a reassessment of the commonplace. Once 
assembled, the arguments enabled parents to do something unconven- 
tional with a bit more peace of mind. And they also made it possible for the 
newly committed to explain themselves to skeptical neighbors, spouses, 
and school officials. Thinking about homeschool rationales in this way 
gives us a clearer sense of the place of intellectual work in social move- 
ments more broadly. Coherent arguments alone may not change the 
world, but they do provide maps for behavioral innovation and elicit the 
convictions that propel people into action. 

It would overstate their accomplishment, though, to contend that Holt 
and the Moores have done all of the intellectual work on their own. The 
claims that crystallized early on through their writings were subsequently 
elaborated by many other speakers and authors. Critiques of schools as 
mechanistic, detrimentally bureaucratic places pervade virtually every facet 
of homeschooling literature, from widely disseminated books and maga- 
zines to regional and local newsletters. “In efforts to increase productivity 
at minimal cost, schools have adopted a factory-like system of manage- 
ment,” author Llewellyn B. Davis declares in a book-length defense of 
home education titled Why So Many Christians Are Going Home to School: 


Architecturally, they resemble factories and office buildings; administra- 
tively, they run like production lines. They have developed clear hierarchies 
of authority (student, teacher, principal, superintendent, school committee, 
etc.); and they have adopted standardized units of instruction. . . . Some au- 
thors call this educational approach modeled after corporate bureaucracy 
“The Research and Development Mentality,” and have become concerned 
that it produces a distorted concept of reality and humanness.*! 


“Schools are not designed around the needs and desires of the individual,” 
laments Donna Nichols-White, publisher of The Drinking Gourd, a nation- 
ally distributed newsletter for homeschooling families of color. “Children 
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are not given the opportunity [in schools] to become self-directed and in- 
dependent.” In contrast to the self-crushing routines of schools, Nichols- 
White concludes that “families who homeschool are in a position to tailor 
learning needs to their children. They are able to trust their children to 
learn.” 

Parent-authors in another homeschool newsletter criticized the rigidity 
of formal schools with a bit more sarcasm. In a newsletter feature titled “60 
Things Your Homeschoolers Might Be Doing If They Were in School 
Instead of ‘Wasting Time’ at Home,” Pat and Lindy George provide an 
Orwellian picture of schools as inefficient, impersonal offices. Merely 
“waiting in line” receives six entries on their laundry list of time wasters, 
among them “waiting in line to have heads checked for lice,” “ 


line for the school nurse to record heights and weight as well as test eyes,” 
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and “waiting in line to use the restrooms. 

Homeschooling father and celebrated novelist David Guterson despairs 
in his polemical book, Family Matters: Why Homeschooling Makes Sense, that 
“school is about ‘delivering instruction, ‘learner outcomes, ‘mastery of 
content, and ‘feedback and correction.’ It is in many ways an abstraction 
and a weariness to the spirit. Children, in the majority of cases, adapt to it 
against their wills.”** Like Holt and the Moores, Guterson sets up a con- 
trast between the nature of children and the nature of schools in which the 
latter evil threatens the former good: 


Life at school is a pyramid, and while all believe they have a chance to reach 
the top, most are systematically eliminated by examinations and grades. . . . 
‘The enormous competitive pressure placed on schoolchildren . . . inspires a 
variety of neuroses and anxieties. Children, of course, react against these 
pressures; their rebellion, delinquency, drug use, and identity crises are oft 
interpreted by psychologists and sociologists as likely responses to life at 
school. 


The “of course” is important. It obliges readers to agree with Guterson’s 
assumptions about the nature of schools and children. Children’s rebel- 
lion, delinquency, drug use, and identity crises are not, of course, kids’ 
fault. They are, of course, the fault of schools. The architecture of 
Guterson’s thinking is revealed a few pages later, in his very Holtian claim 
that 


every learner is unique. ... No child conveniently bears out any theory or 
conforms to the model of learning put forward by any scientific camp. Nor 
does any child remain the same sort of learner year to year or even month to 
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month. Thus public-school teachers must contend with the fact that . . . the 
children before them are singular, complex, and ceaselessly changing, and 
there are anyway far more children in a given classroom than can be readily 
understood or significantly taught. 


The inherent complexity and uniqueness of each child renders conven- 
tional schooling inadequate, as well as the philosophies behind it: “Teach- 
ers must throw out theory and begin with the child,” Guterson writes, “and 
this they cannot easily do in a rigid, overcrowded institution.” 

All these texts articulate the problems with schools and the nature of 
children reflexively, in ways that reiterate the critiques of John Holt and 
the Moores. Schools are bad because they do not treat children as individ- 
uals. Children have problems in school because schools do not serve their 
individual needs. Schools are like factories, but children are not like ma- 
chines. Children are unique, but schools do not honor that uniqueness. 
‘These contrasts, repeated by many speakers in many kinds of texts and read 
by home schoolers time and again, forge a view of children as unique per- 
sons that conventional schools can never adequately serve. Once inside this 
literature, parents are encouraged by its litany of claims to lend the unique- 
ness of their children great importance. Distinctiveness is rendered too 
significant and too fragile to be entrusted to others. 

In keeping with the Moores’ early teachings, images that emphasize 
children’s fragility are common. On their public Web site, the McKie fam- 
ily of South Carolina offers an essay called “The Green House Effect of 
Homeschooling.” According to their greenhouse theory, “children are like 
tender young plants,” and parents are the gardeners: 


The gardener plants the precious seed in special seed cups in his greenhouse. 
He provides just the right soil, lighting, moisture, and nutrition so that the 
seeds have the optimum environment in which to grow. 

As the seed begins to sprout, the gardener tends to it with love and 
care.... As the seedling grows, the gardener is able to transplant it into 
larger and larger containers to make room for its growth. 

The greenhouse allows the gardener to control all of the elements of the 
environment so that the plant grows into a sturdy, mature plant with deep, 
well anchored roots, and a strong supportive trunk. Then the gardener 
makes the final transplant. .. . 

This is a beautiful word picture of how we homeschoolers raise our chil- 
dren. Love is spelled T-1-M-£. We give ourselves to our children while they 
are young and need our instruction. . .. By the time they complete the high 
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school years they are firmly anchored in cop’s worp, and have learned to 
stand against the world.*” 


The Moores’ claim that parents are children’s best teachers is another 
common feature of homeschool literature. Educational experts are rou- 
tinely derided, parental wisdom highlighted. Introducing her widely used 
guide to homeschool curriculum and support services, Christian author 
and publishing entrepreneur Mary Pride asserts that her book “is not an- 
other dreary tome by an ‘educational expert’ trying to awe you with her 
supposedly superior knowledge”: 


We have experts enough already, scattered here and there like land mines in 
the field of education. The results of their expertise? Just look at the shat- 
tered lives of millions of schooled, yet uneducated, Americans. Each new 
crisis brings the experts out in swarms, recommending solutions that bring 
them more power and prestige—though they are the very people who 
caused the crisis in the first place! 


Deriding the authority claims of the experts, Pride defends her own 
knowledge of home schooling on the basis of her own home learning: 
“You may be interested in what experience yours truly has with all these 
subjects about which I write. ... Fair enough. I was favored with a home 
education myself!” She further invokes her work as a mother to ground her 
claims in home schoolers’ favorite kind of authority, personal experience. 
“Bill and I are now teaching our own children, all of whom perform well 
above ‘grade level.’”*® 

In support groups, such wisdom takes the form of practical advice that 
parents should trust their own abilities to teach their children. Common 
agenda items for support group meetings are rap sessions about such topics 
as choosing curricula, coordinating the learning of children of different 
ages, working with special-needs kids, and more open-ended trouble- 
shooting exchanges. “You have to use your gut instincts,” one father ad- 
vised a new homeschool parent in a support group. “They’ll tell you more 
than anything else.” Another parent remarked in the same meeting: “I 
think it’s very natural for the parent to be a teacher because even before I 
started home schooling I was teaching [my daughter], you know, about 
how to live ... to do things in life. That’s how it worked, and how it still 
works with us. It’s a very natural way to learn, to teach and to learn.”® Like 
the Moores, this mother uses the word natural to summarize the parental 
wisdom that, for her, is the secret ingredient that makes home education a 
success. 
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Encountered in homeschool literature and then nurtured in support 
groups and parent-to-parent conversations, home schooling’s core ratio- 
nales are sturdy enough to turn something scary—taking leave of conven- 
tional schools—into something sensible. Once that step has been taken, 
the ideas also invite distinctive educational practices, as parents and 
homeschool entrepreneurs work to put theory into practice. 

Home schoolers variably emphasize the core arguments, for a number 
of reasons. First, home schoolers are an ideologically diverse lot. ‘The 
heads of people like Tara Cook (who has always been a little bit alternative) 
are furnished with rather different ideas than those of evangelical Chris- 
tians like the Rayburns, and because this is the case, different kinds of 
homeschool arguments fit comfortably into different mind-sets. Second, 
the arguments themselves contradict one another. Some homeschool gu- 
rus say that children rightly direct their own learning, while others say that 
authoritative instruction is an important part of a parent’s job. Such con- 
tradictions mean that making a commitment to one set of arguments puts 
one in a certain critical relation to the others. Third, the arguments call for 
different kinds of practices: a relatively loose, unstructured pedagogy on 
the one hand, and a relatively scripted, parent-directed one on the other. 
As the different arguments get built in to particular household routines, 
parents tend to become more committed to one way of thinking—their 
way—than the others. Finally, because the arguments have rarely been free 
of the interests of their makers, homeschool advocates have often linked 
their particular arguments to particular organizations and products. They 
have been “entrepreneurial” in more than one way. 


FOLLOWING THE CHILDREN 


“Right now I’m just letting him do whatever he wants,” Cathy Ericksen 
replied patly when I asked how she was going about homeschooling her 
son, Sam. “He had such a horrible experience in school that it seems im- 
portant to just [let him] live for a while.” Sam sat beside me in the restau- 
rant booth, noshing on a plateful of Mexican food. He is a lanky, conversa- 
tional eleven-year-old whose impressive vocabulary includes words like 
ventilated, ability, and gender. His mother tells me with more than a hint of 
pride that he had scored two to three years above grade level in all subjects 
the last time he took standardized achievement tests. Sam had been ac- 
cepted into a magnet program for gifted and talented youngsters, but their 
recounting of that experience is a story filled with incapable teachers, 
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inappropriate discipline, late buses, and piles of unnecessary homework. As 
Cathy described it, 


We stayed up, doing this homework till eleven, twelve o’clock at night. In 
second grade! He was seven years old. Lots of writing. Lots and lots of work, 
work, work. Just line after line. Seven-year-old kids are physically not [pre- 
pared for] doing reams of paperwork with a pencil. Their little fingers just 
haven’t developed the strength, or the agility to do that. And I would be 
sitting by him, holding his hand, saying, “Write, write,” until, all of a sudden 
you realize, “I’m insane. I’m going to make him insane.” 


“I pulled him out. I took him right out of the classroom one day.” She 
reports marching into her child’s classroom in the middle class and saying, 
“I want my kid now.’ I was in tears.” Following a subsequent year in a 
different public school, and another in a private religious day school, 
Cathy heard about a homeschool support group from a staff person at a 
local library, and by the time I first met them, she and Sam were both 
enjoying the end of their first year of home schooling. “I have no curricu- 
lum. I have no plan. We have no schedule,” Cathy says. A fifty-one-year- 
old single mother, she works night shifts as a mechanic to be with her son 
during the day. 


If I’m tired in the morning, if I go to sleep, [I say,] “let me sleep, don’t wake 
me up,” because I’ve been up for maybe a day or two. But then Pll call him 
up and PII say, “Sam, what do you want to do today? You want to go to the 
museum?” So we’ll go to the Chicago Historical Society. We went back two 
or three days in a row, because we didn’t finish it the first day. 


For the Ericksens, home education is a series of excursions, clubs, 
and classes. “Everything we do is a lesson,” Cathy explains. “On Fridays he 
does Boy Scouts. And 4-H Club every week. Plus hikes, and camp- 
overs. Plus Wilkes College,” she adds, referring to a local community 
college where Sam takes karate and assists in the computer lab. Church and 
Sunday school are counted as part of the lessons (“I’m atheist,” Cathy 
says, but adds that her son “has a right to choose his religion but he 
can’t possibly make a choice if he’s not informed”). Cathy sees little need 
for any more formal academic instruction. “If he’s doing something, what- 
ever it is, that’s what he’s interested in. He’s doing something with his 
mind.” 

For the Ericksens the problems with schools were ones of inefficient 
organization, of ill-equipped or insensitive personnel: an incompetent 
teacher who favored boys over girls; a school administrator who refused 
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repeated attempts for a parent conference; inadequate equipment; inhu- 
mane homework loads; two-hour waits for the school bus on cold winter 
mornings; the feeling that the system was not adequately serving their 
needs and was taking Sam’s freedom and their family life together away. 
Cathy had placed her child in a magnet school in hopes of nurturing his 
intellectual talents, but she was sadly disappointed that “the teachers 
weren’t as intelligent as the students.” Excessive workloads were a drain on 
the rest of their lives. “The kids couldn’t socialize after school. ‘They were 
all working until way past bedtime, seven- or eight-year-old kids up at ten 
o’clock at night doing homework, and they’ve been doing it from the min- 
ute they walked in the house.”*° With home schooling, Cathy said she felt 
like she had her son again. 

Cathy’s eagerness to let Sam pursue his own interests and her broad 
conception of what counts as schooling are shared by many parents. Sally 
Norton is a former elementary school teacher and mother of two who 
thinks similarly. We spent a long summer evening talking theory and prac- 
tice at Nortons’ modest suburban home. Adam, Sally’s youngest child, 
about kindergarten age, was playing with considerable industry in the 
backyard where we sat. Nine-year-old Jill was making french fries in the 
kitchen. Occasionally the children would touch base with their mom about 
their work and play. “That’s how they learn . . . by actually being able to do 
things and giving them lots of things and trying to say yes as often as 
possible,” Sally said to me, “I really work to not say no or just say let me 
think about it, so I can come up with a reasonable response.” 

She had been very unhappy with Jill’s experience in kindergarten. She 
noticed the trouble each day after school: “She couldn’t talk about school. 
She’d sit for an hour and a half, two hours, just blank, to mellow out from 
school before she could be part of the family. And when school was over it 
took her two weeks to come back to who she was as a person. I hadn’t 
realized how changed she had been. I don’t like that. That’s terrible. She’s 
not even herself.” She began homeschooling Jill after her kindergarten 
year, and since then Sally has worked to unlearn the techniques she took 
for granted as a classroom teacher. “I had all the books, all the workbooks 
that I had bought. . . . [had all the charts and I had fill-in-the-blank and all 
[that]. Do you know what I learned? I didn’t need all that stuff.” Instead, 
Sally likens home schooling to a tutoring relationship, in which “you know 
where you're going to start at the beginning of the year, and you know 
where youre going to end up, where you're aiming for as far as skills. And 
you just go. And when they don’t get it, you know. And you correct that 
and let them know. You correct how you teach it, you don’t correct the 
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child.” Rather than the orderly lessons and lesson plans of schoolteaching, 
Sally praises a more flexible homeschooling approach. 
Now, all sorts of daily activities count as learning. 


Last year [Jill] let me know she wanted to learn to cook. So [we] did. That’s 
how she learned a lot of her math, a lot of her fractions. ... A lot of her 
reading she learned because she wanted to read those recipes. And she’d go, 
“What’s this word?” And Pd tell her, and I would tell her the parts of it, and 
she’d go, “OK, fine.” 


Building an addition to their home was another educational opportunity. 
“This has been a learning experience,” Sally said of the project, a new 
garage. 


We were out here all the time, and I had Jill out here, on how you dig a 
foundation. How you place everything. What is cement, what strength is 
cement. Why it’s deep in certain corners, why it’s less in the middle, why do 
you have wire covering it, why is there a drain hole... . Now you can read 
about this stuff in a book. But, we learn three different ways. We learn by 
sight, touch, and actually doing.*! 


The flexibility of what counts as “school” in some homeschool families 
can be an adjustment for children as well was their parents. Penny Turner, 
a mother of three, explained that her son had trouble with the transition: 


One thing I noticed about Jeffrey when we first started home schooling, he 
constantly needed me to tell him what to do, and I said, Jeffrey, one of the 
reasons we’re trying to do home schooling is so that you don’t have to have 
someone tell you what to do all the time. And it took almost a year before we 
finally got out of that, and now he pretty much does what he wants to do... . 
We try and set some parameters on things, but for the most part, you know, 
when he feels like reading he reads, or writing, or whatever he’s going to do. 


Despite her son’s initial wishes, they committed to a flexible pedagogy. 


We started out more structured. I think almost everyone I talk to who takes 
them out of school does that, just because they’re so used to the school 
routines, but it just didn’t last very long because it seems like that doesn’t 
work real well in the home. At least it didn’t in ours. . . . And it was kind of 
a battle for a while. He’d ask me, what should I do? [I’d say], well what do 
you want to do? What are your interests? 


The Turners wanted a home education tailored to their children’s de- 
sires, but like many parents they also were concerned about what skeptical 
outsiders might think. Some states and local school districts require that 
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homeschool families keep formal records of their work and teach certain 
amounts of particular subjects; some suggest testing children for academic 
achievement. Given such requirements and initial hesitations about the 
utter freedom an unschooling philosophy affords, many parents seek the 
help of correspondence school programs to satisfy school officials with 
necessary documentation and to assure themselves that their children are 
on track with their learning. 

“We purposely stayed with Clonlara, so that we could have the tran- 
script,” Gerald Turner told me.” The purveyors of this correspondence 
program share Penny and Gerald’s commitment to individualized instruc- 
tion and their skepticism of formal academic structure. Founded in Ann 
Arbor, Michigan, in 1967, in the midst of the alternative school movement, 
Clonlara School now provides a popular correspondence program de- 
signed specifically to meet the needs of homeschooling families. Clonlara’s 
product lends an institutional face to individual homeschooling projects, 
keeping transcripts and grade-level designations for its students upon re- 
quest. Clonlara frames its services as a means by which parents can dis- 
pense with the tedium of record keeping and be kept free for more impor- 
tant work with their children. “By enrolling in Clonlara School ... you 
have given Pat Montgomery, Director, the duty of handling all the admin- 
istrative tasks associated with your home educating,” the program’s enroll- 
ment material explains: “The idea behind this, naturally, is that you will 
have your hands full educating your child(ren). Answering telephone calls, 
writing letters, filling out forms, etc. definitely would get in the way of that; 
so, your Director accepts the responsibility of taking care of those matters 
with and for you.” Clonlara takes pains to put children’s and parents’ de- 
sires first, providing only a skeletal order within which each family can 
place its own textbooks, learning activities, and daily schedules. Enrollees 
are required to submit regular reports of their children’s work to the 
school offices in Ann Arbor, where a file is maintained for each enrolled 
child, but the format of such reports is left up to individual families. 
Clonlara’s curriculum literature explains that “it’s wise to keep some form 
of time record” and provides grid sheets for families to log in hours spent 
on various subjects. “If this format becomes too much of a chore,” it con- 
tinues, “you might decide to keep a journal (diary) instead. We don’t care 
how you record your home school time. Just let us know what form of 
record keeping you choose.” Clonlara is flexible on what it calls “home 
school time,” encouraging families to see a wide range of daily activities as 
learning experiences: “If you do use ... monthly record forms, be sure to 
list al of your student(s)’ activities. Bike riding, taking walks, swimming 
are all physical education. Cooking is Home Economics, measuring 
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ingredients is Arithmetic, reading recipes is—of course—reading. Every- 
thing counts as ‘schooling’ in the home educating family.”°? Clonlara’s 
home-based program for high school is a bit more structured, requiring 
more rigorous instructional hours in order to accumulate credits toward a 
diploma, along with three hundred hours of “community service” work. 
Still, the program is designed primarily to lend an administrative logic to 
home schoolers’ own routines rather than to make those routines conform 
to some extrinsic, schoollike order.*+ 

Since following the lead of their children, rather than the constraints of 
any learning program, is the primary objective of many home schoolers, 
some of them find even this minimal degree of rationalization out of sync 
with the rhythms of their children’s lives. Helen Lofton, a mother of three, 
told me that her children are enrolled with Clonlara, but said she was “re- 
ally surprised because Pm not as structured as I expected to be.” A former 
schoolteacher herself, Helen has come to appreciate the wide flexibility 
Clonlara affords. “The first month we did use the grid and, you know, 
wrote out everything that we had done,” referring to Clonlara’s record 
sheets: 


But what’s been happening the last couple of months is that the kids have 
been doing so much on their own that we’ve been kind of stepping back. Ted 
is involved real heavily in a train set, building it in the attic, including the 
electrical [work], and so he’s been doing a lot of reading. We got a couple of 
extra books just yesterday in the mail, in fact, on layouts and that type of 
thing. We have three computers in this house at this point, and one of the 
things that they have been really into lately is [some math games software]. 
It’s a really wonderful program. Right now they’ve just been on the addition 
and subtraction. Adam [has] gone into multiplication and division, too. A lot 
of hands-on stuff. And we’ve been doing a lot of field trips. 


Her talk quickly moves from curriculum and record sheets to Ted’s train 
set, Adam’s computer software, family field trips. Her children have been 
so involved with their own interests that she and her husband are allowing 
them as much independence as possible. “The only structured thing we 
had is [that] there’s no TV during the day. That’s the only structured 
thing,” she continues, clearly happy with the way her children have han- 
dled the freedom. She noted with pleasure that one of her sons “read a 
book in a day and a half, because he could sit down and read a book for the 
day without being interrupted.”** 

Finding ways to think of their children’s daily activities as legitimate 
forms of learning, many home schoolers become convinced of the value of 
letting their children take the lead. Echoing and innovating on the claims 
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they find in books, newsletters, curricula, and support groups, they be- 
come convinced that their children’s own ways are ideal ways. 


‘TRAINING CHILDREN IN THE Way THEy SHOULD Go 


“You know, Mitchell, there’s a commandment in Deuteronomy,” Eric 
Rayburn said. “‘But this you shall teach your children, when you walk by 
the way, when you're sitting in your home,’ and it’s very difficult to inte- 
grate Christianity into a child’s life if you’re not a part of their life. And 
what we do in many cases is turn our children over to non-Christians for 
a great portion of their day, and expect that they’re going to learn how to 
integrate Christ—” 

“Into their life,” Marci said, finishing her husband’s thought. As we 
talked that evening, it became clear that the Rayburns had a second reason 
for home schooling, namely, a concern about the content of what children 
learn in school. Like many evangelical and fundamentalist Christians who 
homeschool, Eric and Marci’s project is not just about honoring children’s 
individual needs but also about raising their children in a distinctively 
Christian way. 

“There are many positive reasons why parents decide to teach their own 
children at home. But one of the most important benefits we receive from 
home schooling is simply avoiding the negative influences of our present- 
day public school system.” Thus begins an article titled “What Really Hap- 
pens in Public Schools,” from a newsletter called The Basic Educator. The 
mailing is produced by Basic Christian Education, a Michigan concern that 
purveys a homeschool curriculum. The article enumerates a score of prob- 
lems that apparently are pervasive in American classrooms. The list covers 
a wide swath: “50 percent of the girls will become pregnant out of wedlock 
before graduation day. 70 percent of the boys will become sexually active 
before they leave high school”; children will “be exposed to violence, 
crime, lack of discipline, and, of course, drugs of every kind”; “Commu- 
nism and socialism may be presented in the best possible light and capital- 
ism taught as a greed-motivated economic system”; “Many [children] will 
be exposed to New Age philosophies, Yoga, Transcendental Meditation, 
witchcraft demonstrations, and Eastern religions.” *° 

Such problems are of particular concern because impressionable chil- 
dren are ill equipped to combat them. “Their minds are pliable, receptive, 
easily influenced,” explains an author in another homeschool tabloid, 
The Christian Educator, published by a different curriculum supplier: 
“The Lord has made them that way—long on imagination but short on 
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reasoning power. They can’t even see, to say nothing of bringing home for 
you to answer, the godless, secular view of life that in subtle ways is con- 
stantly handed down to them in the schoolroom.”*” 

In much of the believers’ literature, peer influence is also a serious con- 
cern. Schools are dangerous places because they expose children to a wide 
population of peers over which parents have little control. Countering the 
common criticism that home schooling deprives children of adequate “so- 
cialization” experiences, believers argue that sustained interaction with un- 
chosen peers is detrimental to the minds and morals of children. “What 
about socialization?” ask Sue Welch and Cindy Short, editors of The 
Teaching Home magazine, in a frequently reprinted feature called “Home- 
School Questions and Answers.” “Popular opinion assumes that children 
need long periods of interaction with a large group of peers to acquire 
social skills.” The authors retort, “Some child-rearing authorities, how- 
ever, believe extensive peer contact at an early age causes undesirable peer 
dependency.”*® 

“When parents try to explain why children should not say certain words 
or eat certain things, they may not understand, for they are not ‘cognitively 
ready’—they do not understand fully the ‘why’ of mother’s or daddy’s ex- 
planation,” explain Raymond and Dorothy Moore, again invoking a child- 
development language to frame their admonition about peer socialization. 
“And since ‘All the kids are doing it,’ they give the backs of their little 
hands to their parents’ cherished values, and become dependent upon their 
peers for their value systems.” The believers fear the loss of their children’s 
minds and hearts in the tide of peer culture. “Step by step parents lose 
control, their authority usurped by the school authorities to whom they 
delegated responsibility for their children,” warn the Moores. “Authority 
and responsibility usually must be commensurate, so when one is given up 
the other usually follows.” Such an eclipse of parental authority is a danger 
that goes far beyond academic concerns. “Much learning failure can with 
expert care be corrected,” the Moores note, “but with rare exception, when 
a child loses a sound value system, it is never regained. So peer dependency 
is a kind of social cancer. Humanly speaking, to try to heal it is like putting 
a Band-aid on a burned roast.”*? 

“When a child is peer-dependent, he receives his sense of identity from 
the children around him,” cautions Llewellyn B. Davis in Why So Many 
Christians Are Going Home to School. 


He adopts the values of his peers and rejects those of his parents; becomes a 
victim of “social contagion” in which he assumes the dress, language, behav- 
ior, and interests of his peer group; is unable to stand up for his own convic- 
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tions in the face of peer group opposition, even if he knows he will be pun- 
ished for his actions; [and] forms his sense of personal worth from his peers’ 
opinions of him. 


06 


Invoking a rhetoric of illness (“cancer,” “contagion”) to describe the dan- 
gers of uncontrolled peer interaction, believers frame the child-world of 
school as a kind of jungle where parents send their kids only at risk of 
infection. The solution: keep them at home, away from that environment 
altogether. The rhetoric has a physical counterpart as well. In an article in 
The Christian Educator listing seventeen “Advantages of Home Schooling,” 
the following is given as number fifteen: “Home schooled children have 
health advantages. .. . [They] are less apt to catch communicable diseases 
and colds from exposure to inclement weather. They will be more apt to 
eat nutritious lunches since schools tend to serve high-starch, low-protein 
meals.”°! And they are more likely to stay “clean” in general. As Kate Wil- 
son, a mother of two, explained to me, “Schools are dirty. With all those 
kids, it’s a lot of dirt.” At home, her children “didn’t get as dirty, and they 
didn’t wear their clothes out so much.” 

For believers, home schooling is partly about saving children from mul- 
tiple contaminants. These parents concur that children need individual- 
ized instruction, but they add that children need to be kept from various 
social contagions and educated carefully if they are to become moral 
adults. The cause often warrants biblical allusion. “What would happen if 
our children were allowed to run around unsupervised with . . . other chil- 
dren? The companion of fools would suffer harm,” preaches homeschool 
leader Gregg Harris, invoking an edict from the book of Proverbs. “The 
more that our children have the opportunity to be the companions of fool- 
ish children, the more impervious they are to our counsel. And the more 
they resist the experiences that we’ve had, the more things we can offer to 
help them avoid so much trouble.”® 

“T think that it’s really important to control [my children’s] peer interac- 
tions when they’re younger, and let them develop a good basis for how to 
handle various situations before they’re put out into a large group, and 
affected by a lot of different kids who ... make their decisions based on 
what other kids are thinking,” explained Kate Wilson about her own in- 
centives to keep her children home. “I don’t think Pm making that real 
clear,” she continued. “Moral decisions, what’s right and what’s wrong, 
things like that. They’re too much influenced by their peers, who don’t 
know any more than they do [about] what’s right and what’s wrong.” 

Parents need not do all this work on their own. In addition to the vital 
parent-to-parent assistance home schoolers get through local support 
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groups, the homeschool world supplies them with a wealth of printed cur- 
riculum programs, how-to manuals and seminars, and teacher-assistance 
hotlines. The growth of home schooling in recent decades has spawned a 
veritable industry of religious curriculum services. Parents learn of these 
services from one another, from direct-mail campaigns, and through ad- 
vertisements in homeschool periodicals. They can peruse the wares di- 
rectly at homeschool curriculum fairs. In recent years the number of cur- 
riculum and related-product suppliers has gotten so large that many 
parents report being overwhelmed by the options and even suspicious that 
home schooling has become big business. Nevertheless, the industry has 
grown apace with the homeschool movement. A 1993 curriculum fair in 
the Chicago area, sponsored by Illinois Christian Home Educators, 
boasted over 70 exhibitors; a similar event in upstate New York in 2000 
had registered close to 100 booths. Exhibitors invariably have a product to 
sell, a homeschool-related “ministry” to share, or both. The Teaching 
Home, an expressly Christian periodical, and Home Education Magazine, a 
nonsectarian one, regularly carry advertisements for dozens of home- 
school learning aids. 

Evangelical and fundamentalist Christians have the most to choose from 
when shopping for homeschool curricula. Since the earliest days of the 
contemporary movement, Christian schools and religious publishers have 
been quick to supply believers with published materials to augment their 
household routines. Continuing a long tradition of separatist education,® 
religious publishing houses, colleges, and upstart organizations have pro- 
duced a large body of educational materials that relate the wide contours of 
believers’ worldviews with the day-to-day tasks of home learning. Provid- 
ing parents with systematic instruction plans for lessons in mathematics, 
language arts, science, and social studies along with Bible lessons and prim- 
ers for spiritual growth, these curricula often ingeniously meld the teach- 
ing of the faith with more conventional academic subjects. 

The A Beka Book curriculum program, for example, popular among 
believers, provides integrated learning materials for children of nursery 
school through high school age. Parents may choose to formally enroll 
their children in the A Beka Correspondence School, operated from the 
organization’s home base in Pensacola, Florida, or order individual texts to 
augment other academic routines. The Correspondence School provides 
parents with day-to-day instruction programs, texts, “class and homework 
assignments, and tests”® and establishes a permanent academic record for 
each of its enrollees. Homeschooled children can receive report cards and 
transcripts and can elect to earn a high school diploma. Produced by A 
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Beka Book, an affiliate of Pensacola Christian College, A Beka’s texts for 
home schoolers lend academic and philosophical coherence to individual 
families’ schooling routines. 

Beginning with a nursery school program featuring introductions to 
numbers, letters, Bible study, and health for two- and three-year-olds and 
culminating in high school courses that include instruction in biology, 
physics, sex education, and foreign languages, the curriculum orders the 
learning process while weaving Christian teachings into virtually every 
subject and lesson. In addition to a comprehensive, pre-kindergarten to 
twelfth-grade Bible program (young children learn with Bible story flan- 
nelgraphs, at age five begin a complete “Bible Curriculum,” and in their 
teens study texts with titles such as Bible Doctrines for Today and Managing 
Your Life under God), the texts integrate Christianity into subjects as diverse 
as mathematics, biology, and health. An A Beka math text for seventh and 
eighth graders features lessons on planning a budget that include a budget 
line for the family tithe alongside expenses for housing, clothing, medical 
costs, and food. A Beka’s God’s World science book series for elementary- 
aged children assumes the literal validity of the Genesis account of Crea- 
tion, deriding evolutionary conceptions of world origin. A health text for 
young children includes a lesson on how to “think right thoughts,” claim- 
ing that “right thoughts can help you to have good health” while “wrong 
thoughts can make you feel unhappy, fearful, or grouchy.” Discerning be- 
tween right and wrong is framed as a theological problem, answerable by 
deference to the Bible. The high school health curriculum encourages 
children to, literally, “Say ‘no’ to drugs” and to get their “sex education 
from the bible.”°” 

Hardly alone in its offerings, A Beka stands alongside curriculum pub- 
lishers such as Bob Jones University Press, Christian Liberty Academy, 
Alpha Omega Publications, KONOS, the Weaver Curriculum Series, and 
Advanced Training Institute International (ATT), among others, that pro- 
vide religiously oriented learning systems to the homeschool market. Dif- 
ferent publishers offer different strategies for ordering the learning 
process. The Weaver Curriculum, which the Rayburns chose for their 
daughter Carolyn, is organized around a sequential journey through the 
Bible rather than conventional school subject designations, while KONOS 
orders learning around “character trait” themes such as “Attentiveness,” 
“Obedience,” “Orderliness” and “Stewardship.” Despite their particulari- 
ties, these curricula are similar in several ways. They meld training in the 
Bible and in Christian living into the fabric of academic instruction. They 
provide alternative sources of knowledge for parents and children that is 
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consonant with believers’ broader worldviews. And many of them mimic 
the orderliness of conventional schools, with their emphasis on sequential 
learning and formal lessons. 

“As a parent you can create a schoolroom around the kitchen table,” 
promises informational literature from Christian Liberty Academy Satel- 
lite Schools, a large correspondence program for home educators based in 
Arlington Heights, Illinois. “You can provide desks and chairs inside a 
spare bedroom, or call class from the family den or library. As a parent you 
can become a teacher within one of the largest school systems in the 
United States.” Christian Liberty Academy (CLA) purveys a religiously 
oriented school-at-home, complete with text and workbooks, tests, grades, 
and high school diplomas.® 

Although he was careful to add assurance that the materials “are custom- 
designed to meet the needs of the student,” a CLA administrator made 
clear to me that the program is decidedly “traditional”: “We handle a tradi- 
tional curriculum, kindergarten through twelfth grade. The books you get 
are the type of books which you'd see in a day school. So what you’re doing 
is you’re setting up kind of a day school operation on a personal basis, a 
very personal basis in your home.”® Similarly, CLA’s promotional litera- 
ture promises, “Although our student and teacher materials are individual- 
ized, they are not set up in a ‘self-taught’ format. Our school program does 
require normal teaching responsibilities.” 

While CLA encourages parents to think of themselves as teachers and 
their homes as schools, A Beka offers them the requisite classroom accesso- 
ries: the American and the Christian flags (and hardware “for mounting 
classroom flags on the wall”), “motivation buttons” with captions such as 
“handwriting expert,” “math whiz,” and “I did my Best today,” and award 
certificates proclaiming students’ “perfect attendance” or “superior 
work.””° For additional fees, parents can enroll their children in the A Beka 
Video Home School, a videocassette series that “features the master teach- 
ers of Pensacola Christian School in a traditional classroom setting for the 
instruction of your child at home.” Informational literature for the video 
program warns that “no alterations may be made to a course; each is a 
complete unit.” As in conventional schools, “total class time is 5—6 hours 
per day” for the elementary program, “including 3-3% hours of video 
instruction.””! 

While relatively few believers go so far as to establish video classrooms 
in their homes, many of them emphasize the importance of school-like 
order for their learning routines. These parents more often use a school 
vernacular to talk about their work at home. “I have a reading program that 
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uses the chalkboard, and oral work,” Kate Wilson explained to me in her 
home one afternoon, pointing to a corner of the family room where a 
chalkboard had been placed. “So I take our kitchen chairs every day, and 
set it up here,” she said, motioning to a section of the room where she is “in 
school” with her youngest son on weekday mornings.” When they talked 
about how Carolyn was progressing with her academics, Eric and Marci 
Rayburn used the language of sequential grading to describe their daugh- 
ter’s academic progress, talking about her work in “first grade” and con- 
trasting it with “second grade” work. 

Explaining that she and Robert had initially set up a “classroom,” com- 
plete with secondhand school desks, in the basement for their five children, 
Martha Edwards remarked in 1989 that their level of school-like structure 
had relaxed quite a bit over several years of teaching at home. Still, she 
insisted, “We have a schedule. I try to keep it very consistent. There’s a 
wake-up time, and there’s a breakfast time and there’s a cleanup time. 
There’s chore time, there’s this time, there’s that time. We do have rou- 
tine. Otherwise there would be, disorder,” she said. “Chaos.” 

Curriculum programs do much to keep chaos at bay. While lending 
predictability and sequence to family routines and providing parents and 
college admission boards with transcripts and grades, they also bring a 
cosmic order to what is learned. With the aid of curricula that frame in- 
struction in virtually all subject areas in biblical terms, the lines between 
academic and religious learning blur. 

Eric Rayburn explained that he wanted his daughter Carolyn to gain 
knowledge that was integrated and coherent—“integration of all of life and 
learning,” he called it, “as opposed to studying geography and studying 
English ... we didn’t want Carolyn and Sydney to learn in those little 
hunks and think they were all separate and had no relationship to each 
other.” 

To help them pull it all together, the Rayburns use The Weaver, a cur- 
riculum that relates many of Carolyn’s lessons to a sequential reading of 
the Bible. “You start with your Bible lesson, and a theme is chosen from 
that, and all subject areas are related to that,” Marci explained, “except 
math and reading. You supplement with a math program and a reading 
program.” 

“This tends to be more social studies,” Eric said. 

“Science...” 

“Bible, science. . .” 

“Language arts. And it’s multi-grade level so that if you have children at 
different levels you can all be basically studying the same thing. But each 
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child might have a different project,” Marci continued. In addition to reg- 
ular daily lessons in these subject areas, the curriculum includes ideas for 
special projects. Carolyn’s brick-making project had been part of a study of 
the Tower of Babel. Old Testament genealogies had prompted a study of 
family history in which Carolyn wrote a grandparent with inquiries about 
her own family tree. This kind of integrated learning is one of the 
Rayburns’ major homeschooling goals. They want to give Carolyn not just 
knowledge and the means to acquire more but also a system for making 
sense of all she learns, something “that she’ll be able to use to fit other 
things into rather than the other way around,” Eric said. “I don’t think it’s 
all knit yet for Carolyn, but I think in a couple more years there’s going to 
be large portions of that fabric in place.””* 

Sitting in the basement living area adjacent to where their children’s 
secondhand school desks had once been, Robert and Martha enthusiasti- 
cally described the curriculum they had chosen for their children. Pub- 
lished by Advanced Training Institute International, based in Oak Brook, 
Illinois, the program provides lessons in science, history, mathematics, so- 
cial studies, and reading from a decidedly religious perspective. “It takes 
the Sermon on the Mount, verse by verse,” Martha explained. “You start 
from the first verse, that’s the first [curriculum] booklet. And you spend 
three or four weeks on it”: 


And the first verse of the Sermon on the Mount is, “Now, when he saw the 
multitudes he went up on the mountainside and sat down.” So, this first 
booklet took those words, that thought, that meaning, of scripture, and went 
into medicine with it. And went into geography with it. And went into law 
with it. Went into math with it. And character. [That one] was “alert- 
ness,” “seeing that there were multitudes.” Eyesight we talked about—near- 
sighted, farsighted. And the thing is, depending on the age of the child, you 
can go as deep as you want. How deep do you want to go in explaining the 
muscles of the eye and how the lens distorts and, why, if someone is near- 
sighted, farsighted, astigmatism, whatever. It goes into all these things for 


us.” 


By creative elaboration, curriculum authors spin out a wide range of les- 
sons from biblical passages. Every word and phrase can be a metaphor for 
a revered character trait, a starting point for a science lesson. In this in- 
stance the first line of the first verse of the Sermon on the Mount, “Seeing 
the crowds, he went up on the mountain,” 
sight, light, and the biological structure of the eye, as well as character 
studies on the virtues of “alertness.” Martha noted that her children’s 


commences science lessons on 
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“entire curriculum will be Matthew 5, 6, and 7. Through high school.” 
Detailed lesson plans provide project descriptions and learning guides 
for children of various ages, so that the whole family can do the same 
lesson at once. “Our part in this,” Martha explained, “is to read through 
this booklet.” 


Digest it ourselves. And then give to [our children], depending on where 
they are, how old they are, what they can handle, what we’re looking at in 
their lives the most. We go through the booklet, accenting what we think is 
important. They don’t tell us from the headquarters, “You have to teach 
everything that’s in here,” “This is what the eleven-year-old needs to know,” 
and “This is what the ten-year-old needs to know.” They are really giving us 
the freedom to teach what we need to and then [they] give us tons of project 
ideas, different object lessons and things that will make this [material] come 


alive.” 


Thus publishers and parents become partners in children’s training. Pub- 
lishers create texts and provide a format for standardizing the learning 
process, while parents do the work of personalizing the material for their 
children’s interests and needs. 

Robert lamented that in school “there’s so much insecurity, and a desire 
to gain approval, whether it’s [from] the teacher or peers.” Understanding 
children as fragile, susceptible to the questionable influences of secular 
teaching and unsavory peers, he fears that his children might be led astray. 
In conventional schools the problem is that children “end up spending 
prime time with kids [their] same age, who have no more to offer [them] 
than [they] already have.” Differing sharply from John Holt’s faith in chil- 
dren’s individual choices, Robert is wary of placing his children some- 
where beyond the pale of parental control. “What do little kids know?” he 
says, “I think especially in a day like we live in today, where so many chil- 
dren in the schools are coming from broken homes, there’s just so much 
room for improper influence, wrong thinking. There’s nothing to be 
shared that is solid.”’® 

For the believers, this search for solidity invariably ends in biblical prin- 
ciples they hold dear. Often, they use formal curriculum programs to help 
integrate those principles into every facet of their children’s education and 
to coalesce the world’s various little hunks of knowledge, as Eric Rayburn 
called them, into a coherent worldview. 

An often-cited verse among Christian parents is Proverbs 22:6: “Train 
up a child in the way he should go, and when he is old he will not depart 
from it.” Many believers are quite comfortable with the notions of training 
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and teaching, and the hierarchical relationships between learner and 
teacher that those notions imply. “If you’re wanting to train a horse, you’re 
not going to try to do that in a stall,” says homeschool advocate Gregg 
Harris, invoking a livery metaphor to describe the central lesson of his 
videotaped lecture “Child Training, God’s Way”: 


There’s not enough freedom there, not enough room. At the same time you 
wouldn’t want to just take the horse out into an open field . . . because the 
horse would have too much freedom. You could not control him within that 
larger setting. And so what those who train horses have discovered is very 
useful is a thing called a corral. In a corral the horse has just enough freedom 
to do what’s right, but nothing more. 


“The corrals,” Harris continues, “or training grounds that we have to use 
with our children in the home show up in many different ways.””? Harris 
goes on to elaborate on specific examples of how Christian parents can 
appropriately train their children: teaching by example of godly living; 
dealing with household conflicts as they emerge in daily life; entrusting 
children with financial responsibility through their own small businesses; 
and establishing explicit “house rules” to clearly demarcate appropriate 
and inappropriate behaviors. 

One consequence of this emphasis on child training, then, is that it 
makes the use of formal curriculum much more sensible. The Holtian faith 
in children’s own learning choices means that parents must structure 
learning as they go, but the believers’ convictions about child training en- 
courage them to think in terms of lessons and instruction. For many be- 
lievers the project is less about children’s own desires and proclivities than 
about what children need to be taught. This instructional orientation is 
advantageous to product suppliers because it nourishes demand for school- 
like materials at home. Workbooks, lesson plans, merit badges, even video- 
tapes of schoolteachers in classrooms are things that parents, as “teachers” 
in homeschool “classrooms” appropriately need. Home schoolers like 
Sally Norton, Penny Turner, Helen Lofton, and others, who boast about 
leaving school ways behind them, might disagree. 


‘THEORY AND PRACTICE 


How closely do home schoolers follow the terms of their favored advocates 
and curriculum plans? After all, conventional schools are notorious for 
slippage between theory and practice: organizational rules, curricula, and 
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in-service workshops are often designed as much to please outsiders as to 
change teachers or classrooms.® And any parent might wonder if either 
the household democracy of the unschoolers or the tidy curriculum pro- 
grams favored by some believers actually work with real live children. 

In fact homeschool reality is mixed. Parents who use formal curricula 
often note that their home work doesn’t look as much like school as their 
textbooks and scope-and-sequence charts might suggest. Heather Hughes, 
a mother of two young children, put it this way: 


Since last year was our first year, you get in your curriculum and you try to 
do everything by the book. But what you have is a classic classroom situation 
in that case. And I found that I lost [my son’s] attention so much, trying to 
do it very formally. But when you’re first starting out, “this is the way you’re 
supposed to do it.” It’s the way you and I have always done it in school. So 
yeah, we did change the format a little bit. We relaxed a lot more as the year 
went on, because it was just too frustrating trying to do it this way. And too 
many things pop up. If the phone rings, or somebody comes to the door. 
You just have to go out and get groceries, you’re totally out. There’s other 
things, your life is kinda like going, you can’t stop life, because you’re here 
teaching. So we had to get much more flexible. Also [my son] learned a lot 
better if I just sat down and talked to him regular rather than stand up in 
front and be a teacher. I reevaluated when I thought, well I taught him how 
to talk, and how to walk, and how to use the bathroom, how to make his bed, 
and brush his teeth. [And] it wasn’t done on, “OK, step one, put the tooth- 
paste on the toothbrush.” It was done, you know basically, you just say this 
is how you do it. It works wonderful. ... It’s just a more natural way of 
learning anything.*! 


Robert and Martha Edwards use ATI, one of the more elaborately orga- 
nized curriculum programs on the market. But they concur that home 
schooling is a lot more than following the guidelines. 


Rosert: There is this whole idea of “home schooling” and “home educa- 
tion.” And it’s words but I think there’s a big difference. Because I think 
a lot of people think that [we] are just doing what they do in school here 
at home. And we’re not bringing the school here. It’s different. It’s not 
sitting at desks. It’s not school as you and I know it. You can call it home 
education. But it’s the school of life. You are throwing in academics. 
They’re important. 

Martna: They’re not the focus. They’re doing [the academics]. There 
has to be some structure. But it’s an organism more than it is an 
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organization. I often find myself [thinking,] “Lord, help me to get off of 
these details of the way I grew up, and the way I think about school, and 
get away and see the bigger picture!” 


It is also true that parents who favor less structured approaches sometimes 
think about their efforts in professionalist terms (“Educationese,” as 
Robert Edwards once called it). Tara Cook, a big fan of John Holt, is a 
good example. When I first met her, she was not using a curriculum, but 
she was keeping careful tabs on what her children were up to. “Now, every 
day in the computer I’m logging what I see, five days a week. I’m basically 
just saying either ‘math,’ ‘science,’ ‘sociodramatic play,’ what categories I 
observe and just put them down.” Tara is committed to a free-form home 
education, but she nevertheless keeps track of her efforts in categorical 
terms.*? 

It is also the case that there is real variation in parent strategies. People 
who talk differently about home schooling tend to work differently as well. 
Simply by choosing a curriculum program for their kids, or books for their 
own edification, parents enact a tendency toward structure or freedom. 
Home schoolers know this. At any gathering of homeschooling strangers, 
talk will be peppered with comments like “We’re an ATI family” or “I take 
an unschooling approach.” Curriculum fairs create physical manifestations 
of this kind of discretion as well: parents literally shop for materials that are 
in alignment with their own preferences. 

Other indicators that home schoolers take their theories seriously are 
subtle differences in how they manage their children in public gatherings. 
Whenever I attended the meetings of Tara Cook’s HOUSE chapter, noise 
from children’s voices and children’s play virtually dominated the proceed- 
ing of meetings. Toddlers would tug at mothers’ knees in subtle requests 
to nurse; they were often obliged on the spot. Older children would walk 
into the circle of adults to make announcements about play developments 
in an adjacent room. Overheard argumentative voices or tears were quickly 
assessed by grown-ups. Some considered the group’s child-friendly envi- 
ronment an asset. “I like it that there are so many children at the meetings, 
that we don’t regulate them,” Tara Cook once said to me. It was only with 
reluctance that the group eventually decided to discourage children from 
loud play or undue interruptions during meetings. “It was so hard to get 
anything accomplished, with all the noise,” another HOUSE member 
said.** Still, children did interrupt. Babies cried, mothers nursed, and busi- 
ness proceeded more or less at its noisy usual. 
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Not all meetings are run like this. Susan and Steve Jerome, ATT parents 
and early organizers of Illinois Christian Home Educators (ICHE), talked 
about differences in how support groups manage children: 


Steve: We made the decision early on not to have children come to our 
[local] support group meetings. 

Susan: Yes, because we felt that the meetings were for support for parents. 
And so how could you talk, for example, about the difficulties you were 
having homeschooling with your children if your children were there? 
So we just had a different idea of what a support group was than some 
of the other groups, like the HOUSE groups where, I’ve never been to 
one myself, but I’m told they run very differently, you know, the chil- 


dren are there and there’s a different atmosphere.*® 


This difference in organizational sensibility shows up as well at the state 
conferences of Illinois Christian Home Educators. The brochure for the 
1993 meeting encouraged parents to “please use [the conference] as an 
opportunity to educate yourself. We just don’t have enough space for chil- 
dren and adults. So leave your children under 14 with a sitter.” Young 
people aged fourteen to nineteen were welcome to enjoy a specially 
planned “Teen Schedule,” but only if they had been “homeschooled no 
less than one year.” “Please, no exceptions,” the brochure added in bold- 
face. A special section of the auditorium was also reserved for teens during 
the conference’s main session. 

Parents were subject to some rules regarding their children as well. 
Conference literature advised that they “please remove crying or noisy 
infants from workshops or sessions.” During the morning session, Steve 
Jerome, an ICHE board officer at the time, made some introductory re- 
marks. Among them was a reminder that a special room had been reserved 
for mothers with nursing infants. The space was equipped with a sound 
system so that the mothers could follow the proceedings. After the keynote 
speaker concluded her presentation, Steve returned to the podium to give 
some closing announcements, one of them about breast-feeding. “Moth- 
ers, you get about a C- for your use of the nursing room during this first 
session. I heard lots of cries out there during the presentation, and it really 
isn’t fair to the rest of the audience. So please, use the nursing room for 
your infants during the rest of the sessions today.”*’ The comment indi- 
cated that Steve took for granted that his audience could use a little more 
discipline. And though he used the “C—” metaphorically (it was met with 
a few chuckles from the crowd), the fact that grading could be funny rather 
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than unsavory was another little clue about which side of the homeschool 
world I was sitting in that day. 

Even if practices don’t precisely mirror what the books say, then, behav- 
ior parallels philosophy. The believers are more cautious about the liber- 
ties they extend to their children and are more willing to stipulate how 
things will be done. Those who favor hands-off approaches are more hesi- 
tant about this kind of administration, both within their families and be- 
yond them. 


Over time I learned that this difference reflects a deeper division among 
home schoolers, one that has to do with how childhood and, by extension, 
human nature are understood. For many believers children are not peda- 
gogical free agents but subjects of parental authority, and appropriately so, 
since their fragile selves require strong hands to keep a questionable world 
at bay. Children need to be trained because they are, like all persons, prone 
to sin. Like all persons, children must be directed by wiser elders to keep 
them from error. This core belief, that people might make the wrong 
choices if they are left to choose on their own, legitimates believers’ efforts 
to direct the choices of their children. Replacing the unschooling ethos of 
child autonomy with more hierarchical notions of direction, guidance, and 
training, the believers nurture a conception of human nature that lends 
certain persons authority over certain others. This hierarchical logic is per- 
haps most subtle in the believers’ conception of the parent-child relation- 
ship, since here their conception of children’s needs parallels a notion that 
many people take for granted: children need to be trained. Still, the rela- 
tive emphasis given to hierarchical household relations versus children’s 
independence distinguishes the believers from other home schoolers and 
gives evidence of the believers’ location in a distinctive cultural system. 
The believers’ ideas about how best to homeschool are in keeping with 
a broader feature of the conservative Protestant worldview that Kenneth 
Wald and his colleagues have termed “authority-mindedness.”** Many 
scholars have noted that concern with maintaining appropriate authority 
relations is an important feature of conservative Protestant thinking about 
how best to organize homes, schools, and churches.*? Believers’ authority- 
mindedness is also evident in their beliefs about child discipline. Sociolo- 
gist Christopher Ellison and his colleagues found through survey research 
that conservative Protestants are significantly more likely than other par- 
ents to condone the use of corporal punishment and to use physical means 
of disciplining their children.” In a related study of child-rearing advice 
manuals, Ellison and John Bartkowski show that conservative Protestant 
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authors counsel parents rather differently than “mainstream” ones. While 
mainstream child-rearing experts tend to write from the premise that dem- 
ocratic and egalitarian principles ideally govern family life, conservative 
Protestant advice givers are considerably more likely to depict the ideal 
family as a hierarchy, with parents appropriately directing and disciplining 
their children.” 

This relative emphasis on child discipline and parental authority is in 
keeping with conservative Protestant beliefs about human nature. In con- 
servative Protestant theology, human beings are essentially sinful (“.. . all 
have sinned and fall short of the glory of God” [Romans 3:23]), a belief that 
implies a clear standard against which persons are appropriately judged. As 
Bartkowski and Ellison point out, such a conception of the human condi- 
tion is a foundational feature of conservative Protestant ideas about 
parent-child relations. In light of human sinfulness and divine expecta- 
tions, parents are admonished both to train children in righteousness and 
to model for their children the authority of the Heavenly Father, chil- 
dren’s ultimate master and judge. 

However, it would misrepresent conservative Protestant theology, and 
conservative Protestant parenting, to emphasize only the authoritarian di- 
mension. “For God so loved the world . . . , ” begins a verse often repeated 
by born-again Christians (John 3:16). The God who judges is also the God 
of Creation, who made humankind in his own image and who loves his 
creatures enough to forgive them of their sinfulness. Thus conservative 
Protestant theology posits a dualistic human nature: we are essentially sin- 
ful, in need of discipline; and we are essentially good, worthy of love. Or 
as one slogan, popular fodder for posters and refrigerator magnets, puts it: 
‘Tm OK—God doesn’t make junk!” 

This other side of human nature is evident in conservative Protestant 
parenting. While these mothers and fathers may discipline more force- 
fully, they may also love more expressively. Working with data from the 
same survey studied by Ellison and his colleagues, W. Bradford Wilcox 
found that conservative Protestants are considerably more likely than oth- 
ers to report that they regularly praise and hug their children. In an accom- 
panying analysis of child-rearing manuals, Wilcox argues that “while some 
conservative Protestant experts stress the sinful nature of children and the 
need for discipline,” most of these authors encourage Christian parents to 
strike a balance between expressions of discipline and love.” 

Parents who homeschool as believers raise their children in a cultural 
tradition that preaches both the sinfulness and the value of all persons. 
This dualism informs how believers think about their own children and 
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how they organize their work. Well-chosen metaphors naturalize the dual- 
ism and perhaps make it easier to comprehend. In a column for Home- 
schooling Today, a periodical targeted specifically to believers, author Deb- 
bie Strayer likens children’s educational interests to “sparks”—little lights, 
powerful but dangerous: 


As teaching parents, we are presented with a huge array of educationally 
important things to serve our children. Many things are considered essen- 
tial, such as phonics and math. Many are deemed very important, such as 
writing and science, with our study of the Bible as the central diet. As we 
consider the many things our children simply must have, we tend to elimi- 
nate those things that are cumbersome and difficult to schedule. . . . 

Often, what is regrettably laid aside is the fanning of sparks. You have all 
seen them—looks of excitement or understanding that appear on your 
child’s face unexpectedly. 


Strayer notes how many of her readers may think of the spark as danger- 
ous: “As homeschoolers, we fear wildfires. The thought of allowing the 
sparks to be fanned at all can conjure images of out-of-control flames in- 
discriminately ruining everything in your child’s academic path, so we 
throw water on the sparks.... “That’s nice dear, but let’s get back to 
work.’” The column is a bid for balance between honoring children’s 
God-given curiosity and a heavenly ordained discipline: “Clearly, it’s al- 
right to have a plan .. . the order and peace that result from planning and 
routine are much needed by homeschoolers. Our diligence and pursuit of 
God’s plan for our homeschooling provide the fireplace; a safe environ- 
ment for sparks to ignite, be satisfied and naturally diminish.””? This im- 
agery of home schooling echoes and extends conservative Protestants’ 
two-sided conception of human nature. Our children are divine lights, but 
they should not be allowed to burn uncontrolled. 

Seeing that the believers’ conception of children is dual also illuminates 
how parents from such varied philosophical and lifestyle backgrounds 
might find a common interest in home schooling. Although they said so in 
different ways, all the parents I met concur that their children have sparks 
that get squelched in conventional schools. This is the common ground on 
which John Holt, Raymond Moore, and a wide array of parents and advo- 
cates come together. They part ways on the question of whether and how 
to manage the fires. On this issue the liberation ethos encapsulated in John 
Holt’s writings leads to very different answers than believer theology. 

Given that home education inherits such different cultural traditions, it 
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is not surprising that many home schoolers have hybrid ideas about what 
they are up to. Sally Norton, who told me she “had read but wasn’t real 
crazy about .. . John Holt’s books,” takes an approach to home schooling 
very much in keeping with the logic of unschooling. When I met her, she 
was not using a formal curriculum, even after two years of home schooling 
Jill. Her conception of schooling was broad enough to include observing 
construction work and making french fries (while Jill cooked up a batch 
during our interview, Sally pointed it out as an example of learning by 
doing). And Sally realizes that she does things differently than many of the 
other parents in her Christian support group. “You know, the Christian 
Liberty Academy type person ... they do all the workbooks, they do ex- 
actly what they are told and the day they are told to do it. Pm not that kind 
of person. I’m not happy that way. So we don’t do it that way.” Still, Sally 
concurs with other believers that she homeschools partly in response to 
heavenly command: 


I was one of the people that worked backward on the commitment to God. 
Some people, their commitment to God and raising their children was first. 
I kind of went backward with that, and all these other things, and then 
thought, boy that’s true. God has given me this main responsibility, it is 
mine. And yes, this is a religious conviction. And it’s become very very 
strong. I don’t know that I’m able to verbalize that real well. Other people 
are much better verbalizing that Christian commitment part of it, but I feel 
very strongly about it.” 


Cheryl Marcus is another mother who has an unstructured approach 
that gives lots of leeway to her daughter’s wishes. But she also has concerns 
about moral upbringing that sound very similar to those of the believers: 
“I don’t like the way the schools are going. .. . What’s wrong with Chris- 
tianity all of a sudden? You know? This country was founded on Christian, 
on religious principles. [People] came over here for religious freedom, and 
now all of a sudden all religious references seem to be stricken out of the 
public school, and I don’t like that at all.” Unlike Sally, though, Chery] felt 
out of place in a Christian support group that she attended a couple of 
times: 


They were people [who] did not believe in fantasy. And they don’t believe in 
Halloween and things like that. My daughter likes ghost stories; she couldn’t 
talk to these people about ghost stories. These people had workbooks, I swear, 
that said things like—they would have a Bible verse in their math book, [and] 
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things like “One Pharisee plus two Pharisees equals how many Pharisees?” 
This was too much for me. I mean, I believe in live and let live, but I wasn’t 
going to spend all afternoon with these people.” 


Cheryl concurs with the believers that the Bible is a good sourcebook for 
the teaching of moral principles, but she seems to think that such things 
can be carried to an extreme. 

Sally and Cheryl found support for what they were doing in an emerg- 
ing homeschool world whose organizational system only roughly echoed 
the philosophical diversity of homeschool parents. There were thousands 
of homeschooled children in Illinois by the middle of the 1990s and per- 
haps 150 support groups.” Organizations serve multiple parties by defini- 
tion, and in so doing they must make choices about whose points of view, 
whose interests, they will accommodate most fully. Sally participates in a 
support group with a decidedly Christian character; membership is open 
to anybody who wants to join, but parents are obliged to express agree- 
ment with a statement of faith in order to hold office. Cheryl Marcus par- 
ticipates in a HOUSE-affiliated group that has a different philosophical 
cast. In the early 1990s, HOUSE’s statement of purpose read, in part, “Be- 
cause of the diversity of the families we serve, HOUSE does not support 
any one religious or philosophical outlook.””” 

Choices made on the basis of philosophy—about how to assemble a 
support group, or about which one to attend—ultimately have conse- 
quences for the shape of home schooling as a social movement. When they 
began homeschooling in the mid-1980s, Robert and Martha Edwards ini- 
tially attended a HOUSE group, but they were unimpressed with the 
teaching philosophies they found there. “It was a good group for support,” 
Martha explained, “but we pretty much knew right away that there were all 
sorts of different philosophies in that group. So it was good for general 
support about home schooling, but it wasn’t exactly for us, philosophi- 
cally.” When Deirdre Brown worked through HOUSE to bring John Holt 
to speak in Chicago in mid-1980s, the Edwardses attended but were simi- 
larly unimpressed with Holt’s message. As Martha said it, “I remember 
going to that and hearing him speak and thinking, this really is not how we 
think about it at all. The idea of the virtuous, good child and letting them 
develop. It just doesn’t go with, I mean, as Christians we see that children 
have sin natures too, that’s part of what we are as human beings. And we 
just can’t ignore that part of it.” Ultimately the Edwardses left HOUSE to 
form their own, Christian group, which eventually affiliated with the state- 
wide Christian network, ICHE.” 
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John Holt and the Edwardses certainly disagree on some things, but in 
one way the movement Edward and Martha helped to build has matured 
in a manner that would have pleased its most famous secular proponent. 
Holt envisioned a movement characterized by a broad pluralism of learn- 
ing styles and strategies, tailored to meet personal needs. In Ilinois and 
throughout the country, home schoolers have created an impressive array 
of organizations that bear the marks of such diversity. And over the years 
home schooling has accrued a long list of rationales that bear the marks of 
an ecumenical intellectual pedigree. 

Still, it is hard to imagine that Holt would be comfortable with Gregg 
Harris’s corral model of child training, or with any of the believers’ learn- 
ing strategies that, like Christian Liberty Academy’s, resemble “setting up 
a kind of day school operation in your home.” Indeed Holt was so adamant 
in his derision of formal models of learning that he was even uncomfort- 
able with the terms teaching, schooling, and home schooling, and tried in much 
of his work to remove them from his own vocabulary. The title of his 
flagship publication, Growing Without Schooling, summarized a pedagogy 
that had little room for formal instruction or training of any kind. Rather, 
Holt believed that both children and their parents needed to learn to be 
“unschooled,” freeing themselves from conventional understandings of 
what education is all about. 

If unschooling lost out to phrases such as home schooling and home educa- 
tion as the preeminent descriptors of the cause, it is in part because so 
many of those drawn to it are not interested in leveling relationships be- 
tween children and authorities. Intent on retaining the hierarchical rela- 
tionship between teacher and learner, many believers have held on to the 
notion of “school.” In this sense they are less the heirs of Holt than of 
Raymond and Dorothy Moore, whose version of home education balanced 
parental authority with the individualism that all home schoolers cherish. 

In the end, what may be most remarkable is not the differences be- 
tween these pedagogies but what they have in common—with one an- 
other, and with mainstream understandings of childhood more generally. 
All home schoolers are passionately committed to the notion that their 
children have distinctive selves that need to be nurtured by individualized 
care. But the idea that each child’s idiosyncratic needs are of para- 
mount importance has become widely taken for granted in our culture, at 
least among the white middle classes from which most homeschool fami- 
lies come. In her recent study of how contemporary mothers put conven- 
tional child-rearing advice into practice, sociologist Sharon Hays ar- 
gues that parents tend to assume that good parenting is largely a matter of 
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honoring children’s own needs and choices. Hays quotes one mother as 

saying: 
I think listening to your kids; not making assumptions about how they’re 
feeling, what they’re doing—really just taking the time to listen to them and 
let them talk and let them let you know what’s going on. Kids need to learn 
to trust what they’re thinking and feeling, and learn to identify what they’re 
thinking and feeling. You [need to] take the time to sit down and help them 
to figure out what they need figuring out. 


Another of Hays’s mothers says of relationships with her kids, “I let them 
establish their own schedule. I respect the individuality of children and I 
respect children as people and I think they know who they are and they 
know what they need.” As a third put it, good parenting means that “you 
learn your kid.””? Such claims are not far afield from Tara Cook’s home- 
school philosophy, which involves “taking my adult concerns and trying to 
let them go. Entering [my son’s] space, the way he is operating, just being 
there, and listening.” They are not much different in principle from Deb- 
bie Strayer’s encouragement that Christian parents fan their kids’ “sparks,” 
those promising, unexpected cues children give about what they want to 
learn. What distinguishes home schoolers from other parents is not their 
basic understanding of childhood, then, but rather the exceptional extent 
to which home schoolers have elaborated that understanding and put it 
into practice. 

The philosophical proximity of home schoolers and the rest of us sug- 
gests that this little movement teaches larger lessons. Tara Cook and the 
Rayburns, for example, talk differently about the troubles with schools, 
and their lists of complaints vary. Tara is most concerned with nurturing 
her children’s creativity and desire for learning, while Eric and Marci 
spoke at greater length about unloving teachers, academic coherence, and 
a Christian worldview. But they all agree that public schools are a weak 
option for their own kids. The relative academic quality of their local 
schools may be beside the point: “[Our town] is considered one of the best 
suburbs, school-wise,” Marci Rayburn told me. 

For Marci and Eric, as for most home schoolers I met, the troubles with 
schools are chronic and structural. They have to do with the difficulty of 
accommodating individual differences inside of bureaucratic organiza- 
tions, with the tensions inherent in teaching standardized curricula in in- 
tellectually and spiritually diverse communities, and with the disjuncture 
between parents’ singular interest in their own children and schools’ gen- 
eral interest in whole cohorts of kids. And the problems have to do not 
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only with schools but also with those who claim to know much about them. 
Recall Mary Pride’s reference to the educational “experts” of whom we 
have “enough already, scattered here and there like land mines in the field 
of education.” If the schools are misguided, so, too, are those who have 
made professional commitments to understanding and improving them. 
That such sensible parents share this utter lack of faith in public schools 
and their keepers signals an educational legitimacy crisis whose breadth 
and depth have yet to be fully measured. 
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Natural Mothers, Godly Women 


‘THE ARGUMENTS that support home schooling concern children’s needs, 
but putting those arguments into practice has had significant consequences 
for grown-ups. In individual families, someone has to do the work of mak- 
ing home replace school. Beyond the household, many hands have been 
needed to build the durable support system that makes home schooling 
less frightening, less burdensome, and more fun. 

In households and in the broader movement, the great majority of this 
work has been done by women. While on the surface this division of labor 
might seem troubling in a postfeminist world, in fact it has some remark- 
able utilities for the women who do it. Through home schooling, women 
have created novel ways of being working mothers and garnering sig- 
nificant amounts of household power. Not coincidentally, conservative 
Protestant ideologues have found in home schooling an effective means of 
updating the so-called traditional family so that it better conforms to con- 
temporary understandings of ideal womanhood. 

But first, let us have one thing clear: home schooling is a lot of work. 
Consider a typical day in Pamela Eckard’s household. Pamela and her hus- 
band have three boys: Micah, age 8; Seth, 6; and Brandon, 31⁄2. Pamela is 
up by 6:15 each morning, “so that I can get time for myself or, you know, 
I like to have the table set when the boys get down so they can get up and 
eat breakfast right away.” Breakfast is at 7:15. Sometimes her husband, 
Gene, a furniture restorer, joins them for the meal before he leaves for 
work, but a morning exercise schedule often keeps him away from the 
table. School starts at 8:45, but “before school starts [the boys] are expected 
to be dressed, have their pajamas put away, their beds made, and their teeth 
brushed, and they do a fair job of that.” There are also morning chores. 
Pam set up a rotating work schedule for the boys to help with housework, 
“and that sort of means they’re helpers.” I notice that in explaining the 
boys’ jobs, Pam implies that she is often involved somehow. “Hanging up 
clothes . . . [they] used to just get the pile of clothespins and hand them to 
me... . The boy who is the kitchen helper gets to plan meals with me. ... 
Cleaning .. . when it’s Micah’s job, I usually expect him to do all the vacu- 
uming, Brandon I maybe expect him to shake the rugs.” 
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Pam tries to keep the time between 8:45 and 11:30 sacred. “I do as much 
housework as a I can before that, but during that time I am available to the 
boys.” Devotions are the first activity. “They work on memorizing their 
Bible verse from Sunday school, and . . . I have a couple of different devo- 
tional books that I use.” KONOS, the curriculum Pam has chosen, in- 
cludes Bible verses in its unit studies, which sometimes get folded into 
family devotions. Listening time usually comes next. “They each pick a 
story and we read for probably thirty to forty-five minutes. We’ve read 
novel-type books, we’ve read the whole Little House on the Prairie series.” 
Like many home schoolers, the Eckards are frequent library patrons. The 
house has two shelves full of library books on the day of my visit. After 
reading time it’s down to the basement, where Pam keeps most of the 
school materials. There, for about two hours, “they’re kind of on their own 
and they can choose,” with some caveats. Math work and some sort of 
reading activity are requirements. But “they can pretty much just go and 
pick something that they want to do. And then if they need someone to do 
it with . . . Pm available.” 

KONOS provides many suggestions for learning activities based around 
unit studies of character traits. At the time of my visit the boys were study- 
ing “attentiveness.” Pam had brought home library books about eyes and 
ears. “We study the ear because being attentive means listening . . . under 
attentiveness you study ears, sound, music, eyes, seeing, other senses. .. . 
You just go through and pick the ideas that you want to use for the kids, 
and so it gives you great freedom in tailoring it to the need of your child.” 
KONOS recommends that parents supplement the curriculum with phon- 
ics and math programs. Pam did this, but then she pulled back on the 
phonics with Micah when she hit a wall. “He made a comment to Gene one 
night when he was praying, something like ‘Dear Lord, help Mom to stop 
pushing,’ and he went from being an occasional bed wetter to a full-time 
bed wetter.” She implies that this was the decisive clue that made her 
change tack. A former schoolteacher, Pam supplements the formal pro- 
grams with a lot of her own materials in any case. “And I resist workbooks, 
period, for kids.” A math course she took the previous summer gave her 
lots of ideas, as did some tutoring she did recently. 

After basement cleanup it’s writing time, which Pam confesses isn’t go- 
ing very well. “I would like them to write letters to their grandparents and 
things and that just isn’t happening.” Still, she wants fifteen minutes of 
writing activity each day. Often she takes dictation, writing down stories 
that the boys tell to her. Pam has been impressed by the clarity of the boys’ 
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sentences. The morning ends with fifteen minutes of silent reading. In a 
pattern common to many homeschool households, where tutoring virtu- 
ally replaces child management as the instructor’s main job, formal school 
time in the Eckard household is less than three hours a day. 

But a mother’s work is never done. In addition to tending her own three 
children, Pam cares for an infant in her home several days a week and an 
older child after school in the afternoons. She talks confidently about ab- 
sorbing the extra child care. “Fortunately, [the baby’s] at an age where she 
does a fair amount of sleeping, so that makes it easier,” and the older one 
“is no big deal because that just gives Micah someone to play with.” Never- 
theless, the Eckards’ home is a kid-busy place. Field trips through Pam’s 
local support group, weekly academic and play sessions with another 
homeschooling family, and fortnightly visits to Grandma’s enrich and 
complicate the daily schedule. 

Pam shoots for 5:30 for dinner. By 6:30 the kids are heading to bed, and 
one more lesson. “I always try to read a bedtime story, but it doesn’t always 
work. ... I would say probably 80 percent of the time they each get a 
bedtime story.” The oldest is in bed by 8:15, and then Pam and her hus- 
band have a bit of time for themselves. 

Dad helps. “He finishes work at a quarter to five. He often goes to the 
library after work and brings home more books for the boys to read.” Gene 
also does what Pam calls “impromptu stuff.” For example, “We were driv- 
ing to my sister’s house last summer, and the kids were looking at the stars 
and all of a sudden he started talking all about the constellations and all this 
stuff came out, and I was just amazed. ... He has a lot of input like that.” 
And Gene worried, at first, that home schooling would be too much work 
for Pamela. “He somehow had a picture of me sitting down and teaching 
Micah for five hours a day,” she said. To counter his apprehensions, Pam 
taped one of Raymond Moore’s appearances on Focus on the Family and had 
Gene listen to it. “Then he made a 180-degree turn and became very much 


in favor of it... . He probably isn’t as excited about it as I am, but at least 
I feel that he’s on my side and he can really see a lot of the benefits of home 
schooling.” 


Home schoolers like to say that none of their households are typical, but 
the Eckards’ is typical at least in its division of homeschooling responsibil- 
ity. Mom does most. Of course, mothers doing more work with children 
than fathers is not in itself exceptional. In U.S. households generally, 
women perform a greatly disproportionate share of child care, doing more 
of the practical work of feeding, washing, supervising, and interacting with 
their children.! Women also perform much of the thinking work of par- 
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enting. Research has shown that mothers are more likely than fathers to 
keep tabs on the details of their children’s lives: remembering past behav- 
iors, for example, when making decisions about medical care in the pres- 
ent, or keeping track of children’s current preferences and dislikes.? Moth- 
ers simply do a lot more parenting than fathers, and this is true even when 
both parents work outside the home and regardless of whether parents hire 
in-home help.’ Homeschool households are not exceptional in the way 
parenting is divided, but they are distinctive in the sheer amount of it that 
gets done and in how it is understood. 

Understanding how home schoolers make sense of their work leads us 
quickly to broader issues of gender and parenting in contemporary Amer- 
ica. For whether they like it or not (and I met parents with both points of 
view), home schoolers live in a broader culture shaped significantly by a 
generation of liberal feminism. Beyond the expanded legal protections and 
more gender-equitable workplace rules it has won for women, the feminist 
movement also has changed the cultural model of ideal womanhood. Un- 
like her post-World War II era counterpart, today’s ideal woman may 
have children, but she works outside her home as well. She is financially 
independent, or at least potentially so. She enjoys and defends a measure 
of emotional autonomy from her spouse and children. She is “her own 
person.” If she is married, she wants an equitable relationship with her 
husband, including equity in caring for children.* In this cultural context, 
homeschooling mothers’ elaborate obligations to their children appear 
anomalous. As with the act of home schooling itself, these mothers occa- 
sionally find that they need to do some explaining to friends, family, and 
sometimes even themselves. 

But the broader culture contains contradictory messages about the rela- 
tive importance of paid work and mothering. Out there on television, in 
glossy magazines and in parenting sections of bookstores, Mother vies with 
Woman for attention. Even while women are increasingly expected to 
think in the first person about their lives, contemporary standards of moth- 
erhood have become extraordinarily labor-intensive. To be an adequate 
mother, according to the child development experts, requires careful at- 
tention to the minute idiosyncrasies that make children individuals; con- 
stant nurturing of a child’s physical and cognitive development; and the 
consistent elevation of children’s needs above virtually all other of life’s 
demands.’ Prioritize your own needs, but be heroically committed to your 
child’s needs as well—a philosophical problem and then some. As many 
mothers know from experience, the contradiction is at bottom unfixable. 
Since the tension cannot be resolved, it must be struggled through instead. 
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Homeschooling women may appear to make their peace with the di- 
lemma by coming down squarely on the side of motherhood. But a closer 
look reveals that their choice is more nuanced than that. These women are 
full-time mothers, but they also are engines of elaborate family projects 
and the brick and mortar of an impressive social movement infrastructure. 
While it may look traditional at first blush, home schooling’s dramatically 
expanded motherhood is also subtly in keeping with liberal feminist de- 
mands that contemporary women be more than “just” housewives. 

The great majority of the couples I met are able to homeschool because 
of the commitment of a full-time mom. They differ markedly, however, in 
the extent to which they recognize motherhood as a social role distinct 
from the women who perform it and the children to whom it is obliged. As 
with their approaches to teaching, home schoolers’ approaches to mother- 
hood fall into two broad categories. Some home schoolers tend not to talk 
very much about mothers, lending most of their attention to the kids. This 
creates a cognitive dilemma for some homeschool mothers, who find 
themselves doing a lot of work that they have a hard time explaining. Be- 
lievers, on the other hand, have a lot to say about mothers. In fact, many of 
the believers’ most prominent homeschool advocates devote considerable 
energy to making sense of motherhood as a social category, independent of 
the particular women who do the job. Part of a larger script of idealized 
family relations, motherhood is a lead role in God’s plan for believers. 

These different ways of making sense of motherhood teach some im- 
portant lessons about the current fate of mothering in American culture 
beyond the homeschool movement. First, the absence of talk about moth- 
ers among some home schoolers, despite all their talk about kids, reveals 
that our conceptions of children have costly, if sometimes invisible, conse- 
quences for moms. Second, the believers’ elaborate talk about mothers as 
well as their children demonstrates the remarkable extent to which conser- 
vative Protestants have gone to envision a social system more amenable to 
full-time domesticity. 


MOTHERHOOD AND THEN SOME 


In all but one of the homeschool families I met, mothers were the primary 
caregivers and educators in their homes. Mothers take primary responsi- 
bility for supervising their children all day. They keep track of sometimes 
hectic schedules that may include music lessons, part-time jobs, athletic 
practices, and club meetings for minivans full of youngsters. Parents typi- 
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cally report that mothers are the ones who keep academic records, orga- 
nize lesson plans, and do most of the instructional work. Fathers often give 
some of the lessons (science and math are common purviews of dads), but 
their teaching roles are supplementary. Mothers do most of the work and 
most of the organizing of the global project, while fathers have the luxury 
of being responsible for more discrete tasks.° 

Like Pamela Eckard, Jennifer Kullom does most of the teaching with 
her three children. School time is from 8:00 to 11:00 in the morning at the 
Kullom house. Jerry works night shifts, so he is home during this time, and 
he does the schooling “at least once a month, so that I can go to Bible 
study,” Jennifer explained. Jerry assured me that he does “other things” 
with the children: “I do current events, we talk about what’s in the newspa- 
per, what’s on the news, what’s going on. We have a big map and globe 
downstairs, we talk about geography and where certain countries are, 
what’s going on in certain countries, things like that.” 

“And devotions,” Jennifer added. In a pattern common among believers, 
Dad plays a broad ministerial and supervisory role. As Jerry put it: “I think 
that a lot of the key factors for dads, which helps make a lot of it work, is 
not necessarily having to be there, but the children having to be account- 
able to them for what they learn. Children are accountable to their moth- 
ers, . . . but you know, Dad comes home, we better know this or we better 
have this down. ... So I think dads play an administrative role.” Jennifer 
seemed to concur with this assessment. Husbands “can declare holidays if 
their wives are overworked,” she added with a chuckle.’ 

Jacob Maxwell told me that home schooling is largely his wife’s respon- 
sibility. “Of course, mostly, I think the impetus for all this is Diana’s, be- 
cause the major burden of it falls on her ... it was something she really 
wanted to do.” A physician with a busy private practice, Jacob says he was 
unable to consider doing things any other way. Still, he likes to participate 
where he can: 


I have every Wednesday off, every other weekend off, and so we can spend 
that time doing things with the kids and trying to make educational time. It’s 
a little easier for me to think about it when we’re interacting ... to make 
everything an educational experience. [For example,] . . . the kids were talk- 
ing about playing the game Sorry. . . . There’s a card in there that’s number 
seven and you can split your sevens so that you can move two pieces so that 
they add up to seven, so they learn addition and subtraction that way.® 


From idea to execution, home schooling has been Diana’s project, but 
Jacob enthusiastically plays along. 
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This division of labor emerged not only in parents’ explicit recounting 
to me of who did what, but also in subtle divisions of conversational labor 
during my interviews. When I called to schedule interviews, parents in- 
variably assumed that I would want to speak with the mom; sometimes a 
woman would ask if I would like to speak with her husband, too. When I 
interviewed mothers and fathers simultaneously, I found that in general 
parents participated roughly equally but that they tended to talk about 
different things. Fathers had a lot to say about the “whys” of home school- 
ing: why it is good for the children and why conventional schooling is less 
good; why Christians especially should care about it. But they often had 
less to say about the details of the work: the schedule of piano or horseback 
lessons, the math manipulative that worked particularly well, the phonics 
program that utterly failed. Such topics were more likely to be the moth- 
ers’ purview. 

Since home schooling fills days and nights with so many new tasks, 
mothers often mentioned that they had to reevaluate old household pri- 
orities. “I had to learn to let my house be messy,” Kate Wilson told me, 


because there wasn’t time to make it perfect anymore. When your work 
quadruples like that, ... and I suppose that happens to people who work 
outside the home too, but I learned it through home schooling. And then 
having your kids home all day too it gets messier [both of us chuckle]. And 
having school books all over . . . ’ve got boxes of books I don’t have anyplace 
to put, but that’s the way it is in our house.’ 


Pamela Eckard said proudly of her first busy year of home schooling: “My 
house was dirty, but my kids have watched very little television.”!° Martha 
Edwards told me that “everybody pitches in”: 


Everybody has to help. Because I cannot go around like a woman who sends 
her kids to school, and go around the house and clean the house all day. I 
don’t do that kind of thing. I don’t have the time. I have to plan lessons. I 
have to take care of everyone. I have to just know what’s going on. Every- 
where, and all the time. So, it’s very taxing. But it’s very rewarding and very 
fulfilling." 


Given the expanded workload, home schooling virtually requires the 
full-time attentions of an adult household member. Sometimes families 
find creative ways to keep a parent home while still paying the bills. Cathy 
Ericksen’s night shifts enabled her to be home with Sam during his waking 
hours. Tisha Jones, another single mother, found home-based employ- 
ment in marketing. Kelsee Green lived with her mother, who helped ex- 
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tensively with her two granddaughters while Kelsee maintained an impres- 
sive career as an antitoxics activist. And on rare occasions, it is dad who 
stays home. Bill Pallone is the full-time parent for his two daughters, Car- 
len (age eight) and Ruth (age nine); his wife, a librarian, earns the house- 
hold income. Surely there are other homeschool dads like Bill. “I want you 
to know that there is at least one father out there doing this job full time 
instead of being the bread winner,” wrote one parent in a letter to the 
editor of Practical Homeschooling, a magazine for believers published by 
Mary Pride: 


I have been teaching my four adopted daughters for five years and thor- 
oughly love the opportunity to invest in their lives. 

As a credentialed teacher, I am more qualified to instruct my children, and 
as an attorney, my wife is more qualified to support the family. So please do 
not direct all your articles to “Mom.” Some of us dads are doing the job as 
well! 


Another letter in the same issue came from a widowed mother who home- 
schools her three children on her own. “My secret?” she wrote. “ In addi- 
tion to the grace and mercy of God being extended daily, if you choose to 
educate your children at home, you can!’ Despite notable exceptions, 
though, I found throughout the movement that home schooling usually 
gets done by a more or less full-time mother who is financially dependent 
on her husband. 

For most of the families I met, having a parent at home full-time has 
required some sacrifices. Eric Rayburn left a job in the ministry for a bet- 
ter-paying business position so that the family could afford to have Marci 
stay home. Heather Hughes talked about going without new furniture and 
other amenities so that the family could make it more or less on one in- 
come; Heather works part-time at an art store and also does sales work out 
of her home to pad the household’s bottom line. Some people talked about 
giving up family vacations. One mother I met at a homeschool conference 
told me that her family rarely ate out, even when traveling far from home, 
as one way of making ends meet. 

Some women make considerable career sacrifices to stay home. Lissa 
Foster, a mother of two, holds a Ph.D. in biology but left the field after 
finishing her degree to be at home with her children full-time. The family 
moved to Illinois when Lissa’s husband, also a scientist, was given a post- 
doctoral fellowship at a prestigious university. Lissa’s formal professional 
involvement now consists of teaching the occasional night class. Sitting in 
the Fosters’ living room, a stone’s throw from the university campus, Lissa 
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explained her transition from graduate school to full-time motherhood: “I 
had been planning to get a postdoc here, but we couldn’t find any infant 
day care for [my youngest], for one thing. And the day care for [my daugh- 
ter] was just incredibly expensive. Even on a postdoc salary, with the cost 
of day care or child care here . . . it just didn’t seem worth it to me to pay 
someone to watch my kids.” 

Staying at home was not what Lissa had planned on earlier in her career: 


Lissa: For a long time we saw ourselves as just the typical, I can’t remember 
what the acronym is for double-income-no-kids family. 

Mrrcuett: “DINKS”? 

Lissa: Yeah. We were convinced we were that until I started getting closer 
to thirty. And I think it was like, around my twenty-ninth birthday, I 
became convinced that I had to become a mother before I was 
thirty. . . . I just suddenly had this urge to be a mom, and [my husband] 
went along with it. But even then, we discussed that we would always be 
in academia because that was all we had seen, not just through our fami- 
lies but through our friends. . . . 

Mrrcuett: Did you go right from college to graduate school? 

Lissa: Yeah. Yeah. We had always assumed that that would be the road we 
would take, because that’s what we were doing, and that’s what we were 
choosing to train to do. Nobody in their right mind chooses to go into 
a Ph.D. program, finish it, and then stay home. It’s just not done. I 
know I’ve really disappointed my professor in choosing this way. 

Mrrcue tt: Oh, your mentor? 

Lissa: Yeah. I know it really greatly upsets her because I’m not the first of 
her students to do that. 


Lissa had hoped that her daughter, a kindergartner at the time of their 
move, would be able to get into a magnet school. The local district school 
was simply not an option: 


We had been assuming that we would probably send her to [name of magnet 
school] or someplace like that. The private schools we couldn’t really afford, 
and didn’t really like. And the public school, we certainly weren’t going to 
consider the one that we’re in the district to, that’s right across the street. . . . 
The cement, the playground, I don’t think they even have a swing set, it’s 


just cement. 


The next stop was home schooling, in tandem with a support group that 
now meets regularly in the Fosters’ neighborhood. 
Lissa’s account of her journey to full-time motherhood betrays some 
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ambivalence. On the one hand, she claims to enjoy her current life. “I was 
just as happy to be at home,” she concluded after talking about the limita- 
tions of the postdoc option. But she also talked hopefully about work pos- 
sibilities, perhaps continuing to teach night classes at a community college. 
“If I can continue to teach night school, it gives me an out for what I’ve 
been trained to do, and a way of interacting in a more professional way.” 
And there is a sober awareness of the path not taken: 


Lissa: And there are some days when I think about, I went through this 
whole program, I spent seven years for my Ph.D., and shouldn’t I be 
doing more with it than I am? I guess it’s that I got it that really counts, 
[I’m] trying to learn that having gotten it is what really counts. .. . If I 
do something it better be for my sake and not to make my mentor feel 
better about it, or to make my family happy. If I do it, it has to be 
because it’s what I really want to do. 

Mrrcue tt: But sometimes, are you saying that you sort of go... 

Lissa: Yeah. Yeah . . . when [my son] gets real crabby or tired, or [my daugh- 
ter] doesn’t want to do this, she’s just not in the mood to do her math 
on a particular day, and you just want to tear your hair out. . . . And that 
happens. But it would happen over different issues if they went to 
school.” 


Like so many women who face the hard choices about how to balance work 
and family, Lissa’s calculus includes many factors: her husband’s career 
opportunities, her deep desire to be a mother, income constraints, and the 
range of opportunities for school and child care that are available to her 
household.!4 

Most of the women I interviewed, however, indicated a predisposition 
to full-time motherhood. As my time and familiarity with home schoolers 
grew, in fact, I came to suspect that their general commitment to home 
over work is part of what makes homeschooling mothers distinctive—at 
least compared with the women in my academic life, for whom the difficult 
divide between motherhood and career is a source of much theoretical and 
practical difficulty. Some like Lissa Foster ended up pursuing full-time 
motherhood despite their earlier plans, but for many others being a full- 
time mom is the realization of a long-held desire. 

When Diana Coleman-Maxwell and I talked about her and her hus- 
band’s childhood career hopes, she said, “He wanted [to be a doctor] since 
he was five years old, and I wanted to be an artist and a mom, freelancing 
at home ... ever since I was in about seventh grade. So we’re both real 
good at long-term plans.” 1° Sally Norton spoke similarly: “I am a full-time 


81 


CHAPTER THREE 


housewife, a full-time mother, and I cherish that very much. I think that is 
incredibly valuable, partly because it’s always how I thought as a child it 
would be.”!° Some of their husbands concur. “I remember in the early 
years that we absolutely didn’t want anyone else raising our kids, it was 
going to be one of us,” Gerald Turner said in a joint interview with his 
wife. Robert and Martha Edwards were in such unanimity about having 
Martha at home that the issue had not even come up for discussion. When 
I asked how they had “decided” to have Martha stay home-full time, the 
Edwardses replied: 


Martana: It was never a question, I don’t think. 

Rosert: That’s how it’s going to be. At least in my mind. 

Martana: I don’t know that we ever really discussed it. I mean, it was just one 
of those things. 

Rosert: If you don’t disagree on it, you don’t think of talking about it, you 
know [chuckles]. 


Marrua: It was just the way we were going.!” 


‘These parents are aware of other options. Diana Coleman-Maxwell has 
held many jobs throughout her adult life, from retail work to art and lan- 
guage instruction, as well as a range of volunteer activities; Sally Norton 
logged many years as an urban schoolteacher; Martha Edwards and Penny 
‘Turner both worked before they had children. Nevertheless, their ac- 
counts indicate that full-time motherhood has been the priority in their 
life plans. 

‘These women also are aware that they are living in a world with changed 
rules about how women should put their lives together. They understand 
the broader culture’s expectations that they be independent persons as well 
as wives and mothers. Diana Coleman-Maxwell said: 


The other thing that I find with home schooling, with all my life, it’s been 
really weird because on one hand I kept my own name, on the other hand, 
I’m a stay-at-home mom. On one hand, [my husband] and I are extremely 
equal. You know, we don’t consider [it] his income. It’s ours, we have a 
family goal. And yet on the other hand, I build my life around his schedule. 
I am very much the little wife waiting at home.!® 


Diana talks about her biography as having multiple casts. It is partly tra- 
ditionalist, but it also bears the imprint of liberal feminism. Other women 
seem to think of themselves as the heirs of these different influences, even 
if they are less enthusiastic about some of them. Peg Jesson, a mother of 
two, says that she and her husband “were very serious about me being 
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home with our children.” Still, she confesses that “I went through a very 
brief, ah, career hysteria when we’d been married for about a year. But I 
finally realized it was because I wasn’t ready to have kids and I was afraid of 
getting ahead of myself.” Peg recognizes her previous desire for a work life 
beyond her family, but she cheerily derides it as a kind of mental illness. 

Whatever course women have taken to full-time domesticity, home 
schooling gives them the opportunity to transform home work into an 
extraordinarily elaborate project. To be a homeschooling mother means 
staying at home without “just” staying at home, a fact that is not lost on the 
women themselves. Consider how Peg Jesson talked about her encounter 
with John Holt’s writings: “John Holt, ah, How Children Learn and How 
Children Fail are two books he’s written which are very interesting. An- 
other is the one that home schoolers read very often, Teach Your Own. It’s 
a great book, it makes you feel like ‘I can do this!’ ‘’m a person!’ You 
know, ‘I’m not just a mom!” These moms are not “just moms.” They are 
teachers, administrators, domestic planning centers, hubs of taxing but 
fulfilling household enterprises. “I don’t want to have my children grow up 
and remember me as the lady who always had the clean house,” Peg ex- 
plained. “I want them to remember me as the mom who spent lots and lots 
of time with them. And did wonderful things with them. And enabled them 
to do wonderful things. And went places and made projects and tried stuff, 
and had science experiments that didn’t work [grinning].”!? One of the 
things that home schooling offers, then, is a renovated domesticity—a full- 
time motherhood made richer by the tasks of teaching, and some of the 
status that goes along with those tasks. 

Home schooling provides women with an expanded maternal role not 
just within the household but also far beyond it. Many mothers devote 
good portions of time and skill to maintaining a vibrant homeschool move- 
ment, from the grass roots on up. For, as we have already seen, home 
schooling is a collective project. Local support groups facilitate field trips, 
camping trips, curriculum and science fairs, teen socials, moms’ nights off, 
and countless other events that ease and enrich the work of individual 
families while doing much to build community. In this local movement- 
building as in their homes, women tend to do the majority of the work. 

One large Christian support group in suburban Chicago, for example, 
holds “enrichment days” for its membership nine times a year. On one 
sunny Friday the enrichment day theme was “ancient civilizations.” The 
hundred children in attendance moved briskly through a four-hour sched- 
ule, participating in neatly planned activities that included mock Olympic 
games: a javelin throw with a plastic baseball bat, a shot put competition 
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with water balloons. A portable sandbox was the site of an archaeological 
dig. In arts-and-crafts sessions miniature chariots were fashioned out of 
shoe boxes, laurel crowns from green construction paper. Bedsheets served 
double duty as costume togas. I counted four dads working that day and 
fifteen moms. Dads had taken to supervising the more physical events, 
recording the flight distance of bats and water balloons and explaining the 
rules of the wheelbarrow-style “chariot races.” For the older children, one 
father served as referee in two games of half-court basketball. Girls played 
at one hoop, boys at another. One mother’s comment indicated that the 
number of dads on hand that day was exceptional. “We’re really glad that 
more fathers are helping with enrichment this year,” she told me, her arm 
around a fat, official-looking notebook.”° 

This pattern is a common one. A HOUSE support group I attended 
often was maintained entirely by women. The group had a “chair” posi- 
tion, whose responsibilities included holding the key to the rented church 
basement where the meetings were held, calling meetings to order, and 
maintaining the roster of topics to be discussed at each meeting. Through- 
out the two years that I was most familiar with the group, the chair position 
was always occupied by a woman. So also were treasurer and newsletter 
editor, the only other formally designated administrative positions. The 
group had auxiliary activities—4-H Club, Science Club, and a Kid’s Crea- 
tions newsletter for children’s artwork—all of which were coordinated by 
mothers. 

If home schooling is a lot of work for any mother who does it, those who 
assume leadership positions in the homeschool movement have even more 
to do. I met many such women. Throughout the 1980s, Deirdre Brown 
homeschooled her own children while being one of the primary architects 
of the statewide HOUSE network. By the early 1990s, her older sons had 
reached adulthood, but Deirdre still homeschooled her youngest, ‘Tate, 
while remaining a key player in HOUSE, a council member of the Na- 
tional Homeschool Association (NHA), and a part-time paid representa- 
tive of Clonlara School. During the years of my research, Deirdre’s phone 
lines (two) were so busy that she kept one number private and had an 
answering machine screen virtually all the calls on the other. Deirdre is an 
activist of national stature, but her commitment to home schooling is not 
as exceptional as her national credentials. Diana Coleman-Maxwell ably 
nurtured a small homeschool play group into a lively HOUSE chapter 
with almost eighty households over a five-year period. She somehow man- 
aged to be a key organizer in her local chapter, sit on the statewide 
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HOUSE council, work part-time for her local school district, and home- 
school her own two children. 

As the homeschool population has grown, so, too, has the national mar- 
ket for curriculum packages, teaching aids, and household management 
primers of every description. Many women have risen to prominence as 
homeschool advocates and entrepreneurs. What began as a home-based 
effort for her own children became Rebecca Avery’s The Weaver, the cur- 
riculum package used by the Rayburns and widely respected among believ- 
ers. Patricia Montgomery, long active in the alternative school movement, 
is founder and director of Clonlara School, the correspondence program 
favored by many unschooling types.”! Carol Ingram helped to devise the 
Advanced ‘Training Institute (ATT) correspondence program used by 
Robert and Martha Edwards, Susan and Steve Jerome, and some five thou- 
sand other homeschool families.”? Since then Ingram has had a varied ca- 
reer as an advocate and favored public speaker for homeschooling issues. 
No roster of home schooling’s exemplary women would be complete 
without Mary Pride, the author and homeschool curriculum critic who 
is also publisher and editor of Practical Homeschooling magazine. 
The list of homeschool activists and businesswomen could be lengthened 
considerably. 


PRACTICAL OBLIGATIONS, Cosmic EXPLANATIONS 


Home schooling is largely a movement of women, but it is not nominally 
for women. What may seem like stating the obvious is deceptively impor- 
tant: the core incentive to home schooling is one’s children, not mother- 
hood. Women who already were inclined to stay home, and even some 
who were not, may find in home schooling a fruitful way of expanding 
their domestic work and enhancing their status. But at its heart home edu- 
cation grows out of a perceived obligation. The child’s needs are in charge, 
not the mom’s. 

Consider that several of the women I met spoke about full-time moth- 
erhood as a virtual requirement of parenthood. As Lissa Foster discussed 
her decision to take a step back from her career in science, for example, she 
framed child care considerations in terms of what being a parent requires. 


Mrrcuett: What conversation do you have with yourself about that decision 
[leaving academia to stay home full-time with your children]? 
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Lissa: Even then, it was like the reason we chose the cooperative day care for 
[my daughter] is we both wanted to finish our degrees, but we both 
wanted to have time with her. We had made this decision to bring a 
life into the world; we both feel like we owe something to that. 
You don’t just have a kid and throw it into other people’s care. Pm not 
really supportive of that kind of idea. There’s no reason to bring life 
into this world if you’re not going to be there for it. So, you know, it 
sort of fits in with how we both think, and especially how I think, both 
of us, meaning my husband and me—for me to stay at home with 
them. 


For Lissa a central responsibility of parenthood is raising one’s own chil- 
dren. She implies that relying on other forms of care provision is reckless, 
like “throwing” the kids somewhere.” Others concur that firsthand care is 
a responsibility of parenthood. Peg Jesson talked passionately about put- 
ting off her other life plans in her children’s interests: 


It troubles me that a lot of women my age seem to have lost the perspective 
of delayed gratification. That you don’t have to have everything you want 
now. Children need—it’s like I can wait for what I want. I dream of going to 
seminary. It’s a deep desire of my heart. I want to do that. But, I don’t need 
to do that now. I can wait for what I want. But children can’t wait for what 
they need. They need what they need now because they’re little. And if they 
don’t get me now, the attention I pay to them when they’re eighteen isn’t 
going to meet those needs that they have when they’re three.”* 


‘Talking about her early days of motherhood, when staying home full- 
time cost her household considerable comfort, Sally Norton used a met- 
aphor of investment to explain the incentive to stay home. As she sees it, 
sacrifices made for her children in the present will likely pay off as they 
mature: 


For me to stay home with [my daughter] when she was first born, one 
chicken would last three main meals. We’d cook it once and eat it. Pd cook 
it again to get the meat off it and use those pieces in casseroles. I mean even 
the pieces we’d eat we’d save, in case there was any meat left. And then Pd 
boil the bones for soup and add dumplings. . . . We had no vacations. . . . I 
couldn’t visit my mother-in-law, who was only in [the next state], because it 
was seven dollars with gas and tolls. I did not have that to go visit more than 
once a month. There was nothing, but we were investing in our child’s fu- 
ture. That whatever we sacrificed now, whatever money it took now, from 
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the time really almost before she was born, we would save later on. I have a 
happy, well-adjusted child. That doesn’t mean it happens every time, but the 
percentages are in my favor.” 


Although it is stated in different ways, the general message of these moth- 
ers’ words is clear: staying home is best for the kids, valuable enough to 
trump other valuables like income, comfort, and career. 

All homeschool mothers explain their decision to stay home in terms of 
their children’s needs. But by themselves, such explanations can come up 
short. After all, many perfectly good mothers raise perfectly good children 
while going to work full-time. The broader culture offers a host of reason- 
able arguments about why it may even be better, in fact, for both mom and 
the kids if mothers are not full-time caregivers: less parental dependence 
and fuller socialization experiences for the children; financial autonomy 
and sturdier self-esteem for women. Making sense of the exceptional 
household commitment of home schooling often requires more elaborate 
accounting, and it is in the making of these larger accounts where the two 
sides of the homeschool movement diverge. 

Somewhat paradoxically, some homeschool mothers make sense of their 
extraordinary commitment by rendering it invisible. They downplay the 
fact that home schooling has costs for women in terms of time, energy, and 
career opportunity. They overlook the asymmetry in workloads between 
mothers and fathers as if it were not there. Or sometimes they reach for an 
explanation in the realm of nature, accounting for their commitments in 
terms of a natural reproductive order. On the other hand, the believers do 
a lot to make full-time motherhood visible. They celebrate women’s home 
labors by placing them within a divine plan for godly families. 


Invisible Mother, Natural Mother 


The appearance of much of the secular homeschool literature betrays a 
relative invisibility of grown-ups in general. Many homeschool publica- 
tions give ample space to images of, and by, children. The covers of Home 
Education Magazine and Growing Without Schooling (GWS), the flagship 
publication of Holt Associates, typically center on children—sometimes 
with a grown-up or two, sometimes not. GWS also frequently includes 
editorials written by homeschooled young people (“young readers,” as the 
magazine sometimes refers to them). Similarly, Clonlara School’s newslet- 
ter, The Learning Edge, is thoroughly embellished by children’s artwork 
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from cover to cover. Letters from children and news of children’s accom- 
plishments fill the monthly issues. 

But, of course, the accomplishments of homeschooled kids invariably 
require someone else’s involvement, whether or not that someone else gets 
talked about much or gets her picture in the paper. Invariably, someone is 
keeping a watchful eye on children’s progress, answering questions and 
asking new ones, making sure that young readers eat and sleep adequately 
or get to the doctor when necessary. In homeschool families that someone 
is very often a mother. Yet in the secular homeschool literature, mother 
can be hard to find. Sometimes she hides behind her children’s artwork or 
disappears in long expositions of childhood potential. Not infrequently, 
she blurs into a plural “we” in collaborative discussions of home education. 

Mother’s invisibility is partly the result of a child-centered pedagogy. 
John Holt’s written work repeatedly encourages parents to put faith in 
children before their own efforts. Holt’s unschooling requires no partic- 
ular teacher, no particular educational setting. “This book is about ways we 
can teach children, or rather, allow them to learn,” Holt wrote in Teach Your 
Own, subtly making teaching a passive endeavor. Holt’s rationale for the 
primacy of children’s efforts over parental teaching is deceptively simple. 
“Children are not only extremely good at learning,” he wrote in Learning 
All the Time, “they are much better at it than we are.””° Holt taught parents 
to be wary of undue involvement in their children’s learning every step of 
the way, encouraging both parents and children to follow their own life 
agendas. He concluded a chapter of Learning All the Time with a telling 
criticism of parental instruction: 


There’s nothing wrong with offering [children] a suggestion, but there are 
several things you have to be careful about. First of all, both parents and 
children must know that it is a suggestion, which the child is free to refuse. 
If the child refuses to go along with it, . . . itis best to let the matter drop, and 
quickly. Don’t coax, and don’t keep on with the activity on the theory that 
if the child does it long enough he will eventually get to like it. Adults can 
learn to take “no” for an answer. . . . We have things of our own to do.”” 


Embedded in unschooling pedagogy, then, is a suspicion of authority dis- 
tinctions between parents and children that tends to make parents disap- 
pear. By a rhetorical sleight of hand, teaching and teachers are pushed into 
obscurity. Children can teach themselves. Adults have things of their own 
to do. Mothers, fathers, and adults all blur together, their significance 
paled behind children’s potential. 

This hopeful obscurantism is common in secular homeschool literature. 
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Consider David and Micki Colfax’s widely read Homeschooling for Excel- 
lence. The self-described California homesteaders came to public promi- 
nence in the mid-1980s when the national media celebrated their three 
eldest children’s matriculation at Harvard. Leaving careers in academic 
sociology (David) and high school teaching (Micki), in the early 1970s the 
Colfaxes moved to a rural northern California homestead, where they be- 
gan homeschooling their children. Understandably, the Colfaxes are often 
mentioned as exemplars of home schooling’s potential.”® 

But where are Mom and Dad? Simply by their status as coauthors, the 
Colfaxes disappear into each other in the structure of their text. The au- 
thors use a plural pronoun throughout: “We decided to teach our children 
at home,” “We tried to avoid any confrontation with state or local au- 
thorities,” “We called ourselves the Rocky Mountain School.””? Since hus- 
band and wife are home together, they have created work routines “with 
both of us sharing the teaching” while integrating home schooling into the 
“day-to-day life of building, clearing, planting, tending, and harvesting.” 
Although the reader learns something about the couple’s division of edu- 
cational labor (David “has spent dozens of hours poring over math books,” 
Micki “has done the same in pursuit of appropriate English and history 
materials”) the Colfaxes give the impression that their contributions to 
their children’s educations are at parity.*° 

Even so, the authors are reluctant to claim responsibility for home 
schooling’s evident success. Parents need only provide certain raw mate- 
rials for learning, they argue. Children will do the rest: “Most parents, we 
contend, are more than capable of providing their children with a better 
education than they could obtain elsewhere. All that is necessary are appro- 
priate learning materials and opportunities, on the one hand, and a nurtur- 
ing environment, on the other.”3! The Colfaxes admit that home schooling 
is a considerable drain on time and money, so much so that parents need 
to rethink household financial priorities and be wary of burnout. Yet they 
still speak of their pedagogical program in a Holtian language, claiming a 
commitment to their children’s capabilities: “Some readers may conclude 
that despite our disclaimers, we do in fact have an educational philosophy. 
If so, it is only that children wi// learn, will aspire to excellence, if we recog- 
nize and respect their different interests and abilities and give them a 
chance to develop them.”*? Crediting success to their children rather than 
themselves, the Colfaxes depict a home education in which parent labors 
are secondary to children’s potential. 

This emphasis on children to the exclusion of parents has several im- 
portant consequences. First, it tends to feminize the work in practice. 
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Rendering the homeschooling parent rhetorically invisible doesn’t mean 
she isn’t there. She always is—providing “the appropriate learning mate- 
rials” and creating the “nurturing environment” her child needs. This par- 
ent is usually a mother, and she usually is homeschooling more or less on 
her own while her invisible partner earns the wages the household re- 
quires. Not talking about the specific roles of women and men in the 
project means that home schooling will more likely be women’s work by 
default. As in conventional households, where not talking about the house- 
work usually means that women do more of it, not talking about home- 
school divisions of labor means that more of the work goes to mom.*? 

But it is also true that in the homeschool world children are “where the 
action is,” to quote the pregnant title of an essay by Erving Goffman. For 
home schoolers, children are what matter most. They unquestionably are 
the main business of the movement and, to hear parents tell it, the most 
exciting part of the work. This means that those who are closest to the 
children tend to enjoy not only the responsibility but also the status that 
comes with being close to the symbolic center of the cause.** Whether as 
mothers or movement organizers, women usually are closest to the kids, 
and they enjoy a palpable measure of social regard for being so. For exam- 
ple, I found that both work and attention were disproportionately given to 
women in the HOUSE support network. The chapter I knew best had a 
practice of asking people in attendance to introduce themselves at each 
meeting. This simple opportunity to claim an identity provided one gauge 
of how fathers see themselves in relation to mothers regarding home 
schooling. Men would often introduce themselves with deference to their 
wives in phrases like “I’m Don Walker. My wife, Mary, and I are home- 
schooling our two children, Ashley and Andrew. Mary can tell you the rest”; 
“Tm Bill Jones, Sara’s husband.” Often, fathers would defer entirely to their 
wives, passing the responsibility for introductions to them: “I’m Beth Wil- 
son, this is my husband Tom, and we’ve been homeschooling our three 
children for four years now.” Once a father was preparing to make his own 
introduction but was passed over in the circle by his wife. Just as the man 
was preparing to speak, his wife introduced herself, then her husband and 
children, while her mate remained silent.’ 

Throughout the activities of this statewide organization, women con- 
sistently were at the center of the action, men at the periphery. The 
HOUSE network organizes annual camping trips, events I attended on 
two occasions. Each campout liberally mixed work and play. Two business 
meetings and impromptu rap sessions constituted the working parts of 
each weekend; nature walks, horseback riding, fossil hunts, and campfires, 
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the play. A handful of men participated in the first evening meetings dur- 
ing both weekends, but men were absent from or only peripheral partici- 
pants at the other gatherings. During the afternoon meeting of 1992, the 
women spoke at length about the costs and rewards of the homeschooling 
life and about the ingrained tendency to instruct their children too much. 
At the afternoon meeting the second year, the group devoted its energies 
to discussing how the organization might formally respond to allegations 
of child abuse from neighbors, relatives, or the state, and how to deal with 
parents among their membership whose parenting practices they could not 
condone. As the women discussed issues arguably central to their cause, 
fathers devoted energies to caring for children, tending campsites, and en- 
gaging in more leisurely talk among themselves. 

“You know, it’s striking to me that the men are less involved in the 
meetings of the weekend than the women are,” I confided to Cathy Erick- 
sen during one conference weekend. Neither she nor I had much experi- 
ence at camping, so we had pooled resources and set up camp together 
with her son, Sam. This gave us ample opportunity to talk, and at one point 
I chanced a conversation about men and women in HOUSE. “There are 
hardly any men, or no men at all, at the group meetings,” I said, referring 
to the weekend’s events. 

“Tt doesn’t surprise you, does it?” she replied quickly. “It’s sort of always 
like that with home schoolers. You know, the men are usually working, 
they’re at work all day, and the women are in charge of the kids.” 

“Yeah, but here, I mean the dads are here, they could be participating as 
well. I don’t know, there are so many impressive, articulate women here, 
and the men just sort of stay on the sidelines.” 

“Yeah, but don’t you think, I mean there are a lot of sharp women in 


home schooling, but a lot of the fathers just seem like more average 
36 


guys. 
I responded equivocally, surprised by Cathy’s bluntness. Nevertheless, 


her eagerness to compliment HOUSE women relative to its men is note- 
worthy, a sort of loaded recognition that fathers and mothers are not re- 
garded equally. 

Women tend to be at the center of the homeschool project even when 
their work as mothers is not explicitly talked about. Since kids are where 
the action is, and women are near them, they enjoy a good measure of 
status within the movement and likely within their households as well. But 
there is a downside to the relative invisibility of women as mothers, too. It 
puts women in an tight spot when they need to make sense of their com- 
mitments to outsiders or even to themselves. Why are you doing this? 
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skeptics and contrary inner voices sometimes want to know. This side of 
the movement only provides answers regarding the kids. In a culture that 
persistently reminds women to think about themselves as well as others, 
this paucity of self-centered reasons for home schooling can make it 
difficult for mothers to explain their child-centered commitment. Perhaps 
this is why many of these women make reference to nature, weaving a 
particular conception of natural living into their rationales for home 
education. 

Moving closer to nature is common among some groups of home 
schoolers. Arda Ben Shalom, a HOUSE mom, said, “Another reason we’re 
homeschooling, I guess, is because we’re vegetarian.” Arda didn’t like the 
prospect of “dealing with my daughter in a public school situation and a lot 
of junk food and stuff.”3? Another HOUSE mom in Chicago, Sarah Mich- 
els, dreams of a life out of town: “I suppose someday Pd like to live in the 
country, and do some organic gardening. I’ve always hated being in the 
city because I get caught up in the pace. My ultimate dream is to move out 
somewhere west and have a lot of land [with] other people who would like 
to do organic farming.” 

“Everything I do is a little bit different,” Sarah told me. “You know, I 
had my babies at home and nursed them extended periods of time. [I’m] 
trying to be really health conscious and vegetarian, trying to rid my home 
of those things that I read are bad for us.” Comparing her own background 
with that of other women she knew, Sarah said: “People who homeschool 
are generally of a whole different mind-set. They are also people who are 
open to breast-feeding, many of them are also open to home birth. It all 
runs along the same line.”3® 

Over time I found that that line often leads through La Leche League, 
a support and advocacy organization that encourages breast-feeding. Arda 
and Sarah had been active in La Leche, as had several other women I met 
through the HOUSE network. As another told me, “It’s funny, one of our 
[homeschooling group’s] early meetings, it was almost like everybody at 
this meeting was either a League member or a former League member, 
and it was like old home week.”*? Even a brief look at La Leche League 
literature indicates that its mission is a natural one. La Leche’s ten-item 
“Philosophy” lists, first, that “mothering through breastfeeding is the most 
natural and effective way of understanding and satisfying the needs of the 
baby.” As other scholars have pointed out, one of La Leche’s central mes- 
sages to women is that breast-feeding is more natural, and therefore better, 
than other forms of nurturance.” 
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Penny and Gerald Turner, also HOUSE parents, were especially ar- 
ticulate about their commitment to La Leche, breast-feeding, and home 
education. During our long interview we meandered back and forth be- 
tween talk of La Leche and talk of home schooling. Penny appreciated La 
Leche because it provided her with like-minded support when she was a 
young mother. “I found a place for myself there. I felt like, wow. I found 
people that agree with the kinds of things that I’m reading about and that 
I’m feeling, so I liked it.” Gerald is convinced that the breast-feeding advo- 
cated by La Leche is clearly the best option for his children: “The way I 
look at it, it’s like, hey, when the choices are clear that one way is physically 
better, and definitely more in line with nature, and the only thing that’s 
going against it is the materialistic yen of this country, the quick satisfac- 
tion—quick, quick, quick, stick something in his mouth and get him away 
from me, so that I can be free. Free for what?” Within seconds we were 
back to home schooling. Gerald continued: “And now finally it’s school, 
it’s the same thing. Yes there are a lot of nice advantages to a school, in- 
cluding major day care, OK? But we’re not in family raising to have some- 
one else be a day care sitter.” Penny made the connection, too. “Many 
people that are La Leche League people go into home schooling. . . . It’s 
kind of almost like a natural progression.”*! 

But talking about home schooling as “natural” cuts both ways. On the 
one hand, it provides women with a sturdy rationale for their extraordinary 
commitment to children. It is difficult to argue with nature, and that rhe- 
torical edge can be an asset when one is doing something unconventional. 
Appeals to home schooling as natural lend the project the quality of an 
imperative. Anything else is artificial, second-best. On the other hand, ap- 
peals to nature may tend to deepen women’s obligation to the work while 
attenuating men’s. If home schooling, like breast-feeding, is something 
that comes naturally to women, why should we expect someone else to 
share the load? Appeals to nature arguably help homeschool mothers ex- 
plain their work in ways that are broadly sensible. But as feminist inquiry 
has shown time and again, that narrative satisfaction can come at the cost 
of thinking about divisions of household labor in more critical ways.” 

Whether or not homeschooling mothers talk about nature, their uni- 
versal reference to children’s needs suggests that the movement’s discourse 
about childhood exerts a powerful tug on behavior. Saying that one did it 
for one’s children is among the most emotionally charged and culturally 
universal explanations one can give for action. This is why successful elab- 
orations of children’s needs can be enormously influential on how people 
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think and what they do.* Once convinced that their children require home 
schooling, mothers may need little else to explain themselves. Still, there 
are other ways of imagining what homeschool motherhood is all about. 


Godly Womanhood 


Here is how Carol Ingram, keynote speaker for Illinois Christian Home 
Educators’ 1993 state conference, opened a workshop titled “Schooling or 
Educating: Which Are You Doing?”** “[My husband] Bill and I just met 
about six and half years ago when at the ripe old age of thirty-eight I was 
convinced that I was going to be single forever, and God just .. . didn’t 
have anybody out there for me to marry,” she began. 


In fact, I decided I was just even going to quit thinking about it. And when 
I quit thinking about it, God moved . . . an Air Force officer . . . from Missis- 
sippi all the way up to the Great Lakes Naval Base. I mean, that’s how crea- 
tive the Lord is. And this Air Force officer . . . drove fifty miles, one way, to 
come to church on Sunday . .. where I was playing the piano for services. 
And our preacher decided that we ought to meet each other and kind of sat 
back there and did the matchmaking thing, [and] it didn’t take long for God 
to reveal His will to us. 


Thus this articulate, energetic woman described a major life change. Her 
account was notable not only because her personal history seemed to have 
little to do with the topic of her workshop but also because she so explicitly 
told that history in a divine vernacular. It was God who had brought her 
and her husband together, who had put them both in the same place at the 
same time, who had made his will—not Ingram’s—apparent. “God had so 
arranged the circumstances of my life prior to meeting Bill that we knew 
we would never had children,” she continued. “And as Bill and I talked 
during the days that we were engaged, Bill really felt that because of the 
preparation God had laid in my life for education that what we wanted to 
do is spend our lives strengthening those of you who have children to do 
the very best by them that you can possibly do. So that’s our story and 
that’s our perspective.” ® 

A former Christian school principal, in recent years Ingram had become 
a full-time advocate of home education. When I heard her speak that Sat- 
urday in June, she had been introduced as the associate director of the 
Home School Legal Defense Association, working in its advocacy wing, 
the National Center for Home Education. At that time she was highest- 
ranking woman in this national organization, and one of the most visible 
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proponents of home schooling among the believers. This, too, Ingram 
implied, was all part of God’s plan. 

Many believer women tell the story of their own journeys to home edu- 
cation in terms of God’s will. Lola Wooster, a mother with two high 
school-aged daughters, explained her move from paid work to home 
schooling this way: 


Lota: I was working part-time last year. And it was close to home. I was just 
a few blocks away. I was only a phone call away. It was at a bank and it 
would start at 1:00 and my husband was home at 4:00, and it was just a 
few days a week. And I thought it would work out. But it really didn’t. 
It was too much pressure for me to try to keep the house going, keep 
school going, and trying to work... . 

Mrrcuett: Was it a difficult decision to make? 

Lota: It was. I didn’t know whether we would be able to make it financially 
with me quitting. God was really dealing with me in an area where he 
was showing me that I was walking by sight and not by faith. I was 
looking at the numbers I saw on my paycheck and [my husband’s] pay- 
check, and it was scary to quit. But I was physically stressed out enough 
that I just couldn’t work.** 


Jerry and Jennifer Kullom similarly implied a relationship between their 
faith and their household decisions. They both had been working full-time 
when their second child arrived. As Jennifer explained: 


We just sat down one day and decided that we didn’t want strangers raising 
our children, you know, even family, it still wasn’t their mother and father. 
So it’s not the same. And then, we became Christians somewhere in the 
middle of that, too, so we were also under the conviction that it really wasn’t 
what God wanted.... We'd been under the conviction that [my working] 
was wrong, and the practical aspects just all pointed that I ought to be at 


home.*” 


Like many working parents, Lola Wooster and the Kulloms had a hard 
time meeting all the demands of home and children. In both cases the 
solution involved having Mom stay home. Notably, though, they talked 
about their decision with reference to God’s will. Lola described her frus- 
trations with work as a lesson in faith; Jennifer told me that having two 
full-time working parents “wasn’t what God wanted.” If many of the 
women I met in secular groups made reference to nature when explaining 
why they homeschooled, many women I met through Christian organiza- 
tions alluded instead to divine intentions. 
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As my files of homeschool materials grew, I began to discern a parallel 
difference in how the work of home schooling was represented visually. 
Images in venues like GWS, Home Education Magazine, and Clonlara’s 
Learning Edge tend to highlight children and put grown-ups at the pe- 
riphery. But believers’ publications often focus on parents as well, espe- 
cially mothers. In the countless photographs, sketches, and computer 
graphics that embellish the believers’ literature, home education is de- 
picted as a project of children and their mothers. In an advertisement for 
A Beka Video home school, a woman at work in the kitchen looks on while 
her son gets a televisual lesson at the dining table. An ad for a “household 
organizer” calendar product depicts mother and child pointing happily at 
the device affixed to a refrigerator door. A flyer promoting “The Little 
House Primer,” a study guide for the books of Laura Ingalls Wilder, 
promises that the product has been “mother and child tested and ap- 
proved.” Christian Liberty Academy assured Chicago Tribune readers that 
“Mothers with limited formal education are producing children of excep- 
tional ability and achievement.”** If on the other side of the movement 
mothers are marginal or invisible, among the believers they are often at 
center stage. Sometimes they even get star treatment. The Teaching Home 
magazine carries full-color photographs of homeschool families on its 
front covers. Featured families regularly contribute a “Cover Story” about 
themselves that runs as editorial in the issue. Together the cover photos 
and the features, which are written by parents, lend “everyday” home work 
celebrity importance. 

Relative to other home schoolers, believer advocates write a lot more 
about mothers and fathers as well. A favored biblical reference in writings 
about believer women is in the New Testament book of Titus, an epistle 
written by Paul: 


But as for you, teach what befits sound doctrine. Bid the older men to be 
temperate, serious, sensible, sound in faith, in love, and in steadfastness. Bid 
the older women likewise to be reverent in behavior, not to be slanderers or 
slaves to drink; they are to teach what is good, and so train the young 
women to love their husbands and children, to be sensible, chaste, domestic, 
kind, and submissive to their husbands, that the word of God may not be 
discredited.” 


Sometimes simple reference to these verses is used as shorthand to de- 
scribe a certain kind of womanly sensibility, as in an advertisement for a 
curriculum resale business called The Titus Women’s Potpourri. The full- 
page ad featured a graphic of an open Bible, its pages marked with the 
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reference “Titus 2:3-5.”°° The Christian Homeschool Fellowship Web 
site features a message board called “Titus 2,” on which women exchange 
advice on such matters as meal planning, housekeeping, and spousal com- 
munication.*! For a presentation targeted to women at one of Gregg Har- 
ris’s homeschool workshops, speaker Cheryl Lindsey offered the title “Ti- 
tus Two Living in a Feminist Age.”*? On other occasions the verses serve 
as a catalyst for longer exegeses on Christian womanhood, as in Mary 
Pride’s The Way Home. Originally published in 1985, by 1990 the book had 
reached its eleventh printing.” 

In her introduction to The Way Home, Pride presents the book as an 
exposition of Titus 2: “Each section of this book is dedicated to one of the 
womanly roles listed in Titus 2:3-5: loving your husband, loving your chil- 
dren, homeworking, being kind and subject to your husband, and what 
happens if we do (or don’t do) all this.”** The book’s eighteen chapters are 
divided into six sections, each of which begins with a phrase from the pas- 
sage of Titus. With headings such as “Back to Wifeliness,” “Back to Ba- 
bies,” “Back to Mothering,” and “Back to Homeworking,” each section is 
an excursus upon a different component of godly womanhood. The book 
is a call for Christian women to abandon the false promises of women’s 
liberation and return to their homes. The subtitle on the book’s pink-and- 
white cover promises a journey “beyond feminism, back to reality.” 

Just as other homeschool authors construct ominous schools to build 
their conceptions of childhood, Pride constructs an ominous feminism to 
build an archetype of godly womanhood. Rendering modern feminism’s 
stock rhetoric of liberation and oppression a two-edged sword, she speaks 
of feminism as itself an oppressor. “Today’s women are victims of the sec- 
ond biggest con game in history,” she begins. “The first,” she adds paren- 
thetically, “was when the serpent persuaded Eve she needed to upgrade her 
lifestyle.” Pride goes on to list a wide array of woes wrought by feminism, 
which include no-fault divorce laws, growing rates of female alcoholism, 
and the decline of the male family wage, “all in the name of Liberation.” 


Women have pushed through the “liberated” divorce laws which allow hus- 
bands to collect alimony from wives and allow adulterers and perverts to 
retain custody. Women are the ones working feverishly to remove children 
from their parents’ care and place them in state institutions. ... All over 
America, in your town and mine, right now women are working to abolish 
the traditional family, to legitimize infanticide, homosexuality, and adultery. 
They have succeeded in making abortion legal; now they are struggling for 
the right to murder one’s child once he or she is born—or better yet, to let 
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the State decide which children shall or shall not live. This total rejection of 
women’s unique biological role is also called Liberation.» 


‘To combat the trouble, Pride offers a womanhood of full-time mothering. 
This kind of womanhood has its own blessings: 


Don’t you enjoy holding a sweet, warm little baby and watching him nurse 
contentedly at your breast? Don’t you treasure that first little smile as your 
baby drinks you in, the most important person in his world? Isn’t it satisfying 
to make a yucchy little bottom all clean and sweet... ? ... Loving our 
children means just enjoying them and not fretting about the time it takes to 
serve them. . . . The mother who likes her children will find that they are a 
blessing.*° 


Like godly motherhood, godly wifehood is typified by the same rewards, 
since for Pride a necessary purpose of Christian marriage is to produce 
children. “Children are the essential fruit of marriage, not a mere acciden- 
tal side-effect,” Pride writes in a chapter called “Beyond the Me Marriage.” 


Husband and wife unite in God’s plan not for themselves alone, but for the 
sake of the fruit they will bear as well. Woman’s role then begins to emerge 
as something distinct from man’s. Neither man nor woman sees marriage as 
an end in itself . . . but as a medium for the great responsibility of subduing 
the earth, in which each party has a role assigned by God.’ 


Within this image of the sexes, women have little choice but to follow the 
path God has laid for them. “You and I don’t have a choice between slavery and 
uncontrolled freedom. We have a choice between slavery to self-indulgent sin 
or slavery to God.”*8 

A prominent player in the homeschool movement, Pride weaves advo- 
cacy of home schooling into her discussions of broader moral themes in 
chapters with titles such as “Who Owns Our Kids?” and “The Times, 
They Are A-Changing.” For her, home education is part of God’s directive 
that women be “homeworkers”—guardians of children, nurturers of hus- 
bands, and, ultimately, powerful agents of social change. “Homeworking 
will not usher in the Millennium, but it will change society,” she promises. 
“And if homeworkers don’t reconstruct society, the feminists will.”*? 
Godly womanhood and the home work for which it is designed are framed 
as components of a broader social and moral project for godly women. 

Believers also have a good bit to say about dads. Also available for the 
believer bookshelf is The Homeschooling Father, by Michael Farris. Former 
Moral Majority activist, legal counsel for Concerned Women for America, 
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and founder of the Home School Legal Defense Association, Farris is 
probably the best-known advocate of Christian home schooling in the na- 
tion. His book on fathers lays out a model of believer fatherhood built 
around the theme of benevolent leadership. Farris writes: “All Christian 
fathers need to exercise real spiritual leadership in their families. In home 
schooling families, the need for spiritual leadership is particularly acute. 
Home schooling fathers who fail to provide reliable spiritual leadership are 
asking their wives and children to fight a Spiritual Revolutionary War 
without power or weapons.” Farris is careful to describe men as agents of 
authority, not sources of it. Ultimate authority lies with God. “Fathers do 
not have the job of directly supplying the spiritual power their families 
need,” Farris writes. “That is God’s job. But a father has the responsibility 
to see to it that God’s power is flowing freely to each and every member of 
his family. A father is to serve as the family ‘pastor,’ providing spiritual 
leadership for his home.”*! 

This leadership has both cosmic and practical components. On the one 
hand, the Christian father is responsible for the spiritual lives of his chil- 
dren. In a list of twelve spiritual goals of Christian parenting, Farris in- 
cludes, first, “My child will be sure of his or her salvation” and, second, 
“My child will love and understand God’s word.”® Leadership also in- 
cludes the practical discipline of children. “When you are away at work,” 
Farris writes to fathers, “your wife has the responsibility of disciplining 
your children.” But “when Dad is home, he needs to bear the primary 
responsibility of administering discipline in the family.” As the ultimate 
authority in the believer household, the Christian father is the ultimate 
rule enforcer: “By having Dad clearly in charge of discipline, there is 
greater stability than where there appears to be two people in equal au- 
thority. The Bible says that no man can serve two masters. ‘The principle 
is true for your children. They need the assurance that comes from having 
Dad clearly in charge when he is at home.”® 

Yet for all his authority, the homeschooling father is encouraged to be 
a benevolent partner. In a chapter titled “Helping Your Helpmeet,” Farris 
addresses the ways that husbands ought to encourage and facilitate the 
labors of their wives: “The plain truth is that moms do the vast majority of 
the work in home schooling. As dads, we are asking our wives to take care 
of housework, cooking, laundry, childcare, amd teaching our children. 
That is a Jot of work.” By way of assistance, Farris offers “(1) reliance on the 
Holy Spirit” and “(2) a dad who helps.”** One of the best ways dad can 
assist is to give his wife respite from her daily labors. “A regular mental 
break, even if it is just for thirty or forty minutes, is a great source of 
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comfort to home schooling moms.” In addition, Farris encourages men to 
schedule other special times for the couple to be together alone: “Take 
your wife out to dinner at least twice a month—even if it is only for fast 
food. There’s nothing that says you have to eat fast and leave.”® Dad also 
can help by lending an ear to his wife’s troubles: 


Your wife needs to know that she is not home schooling alone. She needs to 
know that you view this as a team effort and that you are willing to help her 
shoulder the tremendous responsibility. . . . Find out how she is doing with 
the levels of responsibility. Determine where she needs the most help. Dis- 
cuss ways your help would be the most meaningful to her.°° 


Leadership and nurturance are thus dual components of the same male 
leadership role.” 

‘Texts like these by Pride and Farris are distinctive only in their degree 
of elaboration and in the celebrity of their authors. Farris’s arguments 
about homeschool fathers, for example, have many echoes. “One of the 
most notable features of the home education movement is that it is pretty 
much a women’s movement—at least down in the trenches,” writes Phil 
Lancaster in an article for believer fathers called “It’s Your Home School.” 
“In the day to day battle of planning and teaching, scheduling and organiz- 
ing... it is the mother who bears the brunt of the work, at least in the vast 
majority of homeschooling homes. . . . So if homeschooling is going to be 
an option at all, it is going to have to be the responsibility of our wives, 
right?” The question is asked rhetorically, and it is answered unequivo- 
cally, in boldface: “Wrong! you are responsible.”® Beverly Somogie, cover 
mother for a 1994 issue of The Teaching Home, noted that her husband, 
Gary, “is the ‘principal’ of our school. ... He oversees all of us, making 
sure that I haven’t lost my mind and that the children do their lessons.”°? 
And the believers’ general faith that gender roles are divinely complemen- 
tary is ubiquitous. Borrowing directly from the biblical book of Genesis, a 
phonics workbook I purchased at a Christian curriculum fair asks junior 
readers to fill in some loaded blanks: “God made a w_man to live with 
Adam. God made a woman to hel_ Adam.””° 

Believers sometimes explained their home work to me by alluding to 
such ideas. When I asked Marci Rayburn to talk about her decision to leave 
a teaching career and be home with her children, she explained eloquently: 


I think it would have to do with who God made me to be, and, I was just 
terribly uncomfortable with someone else caring for my child, and it was just 
a very strong leading from God that I needed to stay home. And once I was 
home, I was really at peace. And I felt that this was where God wanted me to 
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be, at this season in my life. And I felt, too, that he had gifted both of us to 
educate [our daughter], and so I had more of a desire I guess to be at home, 
because I would be doing that and it would be even more fulfilling than just 
being a mom. That it would be using my talents and my abilities.”! 


Still other clues indicate the believers’ concern about putting divine will 
for men and women into practice. Several parents said that daily devotions 
were the Dad’s job. The Kulloms specifically talked about dad’s “adminis- 
trative role” in homeschool households. ATI, the curriculum program 
chosen by the Edwardses and the Jeromes, essentially requires that fathers 
be involved in the homeschool program. A spokesperson for the ATT cur- 
riculum, a young man who had himself been homeschooled, told me dur- 
ing an interview: 


ATI really is for the whole family. Educating the whole family. So there’s 
quite a vital ministry to fathers in the program. You know so often in home- 
schooling households there’s a problem of improper balance between the 
mother and father, between the husband and the wife. I mean, and this is 
understandable since so often the woman is doing most or all of the work of 
home schooling, all the planning and the record keeping. And it’s easy for 
the father to say, “Oh that’s her job,” and he ends up losing his proper 
position of authority, of leadership in that family. And the Bible is clear that 
it is the father’s job to see to the education of his children. He may delegate 
that responsibility, or part of that responsibility, to his wife, but the educa- 
tion of the children is Ais responsibility. And that can take different forms. 
Like, in my family, my mother is the one who does a lot, most of the plan- 
ning and the work with the children, and she will bring her plans to my 
father, and he’ll basically say, “Yes, of course, yes, that’s good, go ahead,” but 
the point is that it is his authority to delegate. How it’s delegated may be 
different in different families, but that order of authority is very important.” 


That ATI is serious about the involvement of homeschooling fathers is 
indicated by its strict policy about divorce. ATT’s 1994 application liter- 
ature specifically warned applicant families, in italics, that “future divorce 
brings disenrollment.””? 

But despite some poignant affinities between the words of ideologues 
like Pride and Farris and what many believers say and do, I did not find the 
kind of strident scripting of motherhood and fatherhood outlined in books 
like The Way Home and The Homeschooling Father. True enough, several 
believer women talked about God’s will in their decisions to stay home. 
Peg Jesson offered a mild chastisement of working mothers when she told 
me that “a lot of women my age seem to have lost the perspective of 
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delayed gratification,” implying that women who pursue careers while hav- 
ing children are selfish. Sally Norton spoke derisively of day care (in Sun- 
day school, she said, “You can always tell the daycare kids... . They are 
either more boisterous, more demanding, or they are the super quiet in the 
corner, shy, or the terribly miserable kid”).’* Nevertheless, I found that 
there was considerable distance between how the advocates talk about men 
and women and how the believers’ rank and file talk about themselves. Not 
contradiction, but distance—partial employment of language (God’s will) 
or practice (men leading devotions or playing administrative roles)— 
rather than wholesale embrace or dismissal of what the advocates have to 
say. 

A common finding of research among conservative Protestants in other 
settings is that theory and practice rarely match cleanly on issues of gender. 
In theory, for example, conservative Protestants often preach wifely and 
womanly submission. In practice, wives may have a lot of say in household 
and congregational decision making. In theory, mothers are supposed to 
stay home full-time with their children. In practice, mothers who work are 
not heavily sanctioned.” The same is true among homeschooling believ- 
ers. Irue enough, compared with other home schoolers, the believers 
make more room for male leadership in their organizations. When 
HOUSE convened its statewide conferences, women tended to be the ones 
who sat on the council and conducted most of the organizational business. 
But Illinois Christian Home Educators is overseen by a board of directors 
composed primarily of husband-and-wife teams. At the ICHE annual con- 
ference in 1993, a man opened the proceedings and welcomed the audi- 
ence. When officers were introduced, they were men. Wives were recog- 
nized subsequently, then rose to accept applause. The Home School Legal 
Defense Association (HSLDA), Michael Farris’s concern in northern Vir- 
ginia, employs many women, some in positions of considerable authority; 
still, during my visits in 1993 and 1999, I learned that all of its staff attor- 
neys were men. 

But it is also true that women are often the lead spokespeople for Chris- 
tian home schooling in their households. They are the local experts, who 
know the details of the project and typically have the day-to-day responsi- 
bility for it. In homeschool work beyond the household, believer women 
often are the primary engines of local and regional support groups. And 
more than a few, Mary Pride and Carol Ingram among them, have made 
formidable careers as homeschool leaders while preaching submission to 
husbands and the Heavenly Father. 

In the end, I concluded that what is most remarkable about the believers’ 
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talk about gender and family is not the degree of fit between talk and prac- 
tice, but rather the sheer amount of talk. Any feminist worth his salt would 
concur that putting home and work together remains a difficult task espe- 
cially for women. Stagnant wages for large sectors of the middle and work- 
ing classes mean that many households require two incomes to maintain 
what they regard as an acceptable lifestyle. Women’s wages are far from 
being at parity with men’s. The majority of women with children in this 
country now work, but their spouses remain reluctant to take up a fair 
share of housework and childcare. The United States has no national child 
care policy. Day care options for millions of households are either slim, 
absent, or unaffordable. Women face contradictory pressures to be both 
independent persons and committed mothers. 

At the same time, the standard for what counts as good mothering has 
risen considerably. Here again, homeschool families are exceptional only 
in degree: mothering is a much more elaborate enterprise generally than it 
was even a few generations ago. As Sharon Hays points out, “Child rearing 
ideologies vary widely, both historically and cross-culturally. . . . The idea 
that correct child rearing requires . . . copius amounts of physical, mental, 
and emotional energy on the part of the individual mother is a relatively 
recent historical phenomenon.””¢ If anything, the hard choices faced by 
working mothers have been exacerbated by the culture’s more elaborate 
expectations of contemporary mothers. 

In the face of the formidable obstacles women face in assembling co- 
herent and feasible life plans, the believers’ elaborate talk about gender and 
parenting represents an admirable effort to imagine a more ideal work- 
family system. And while it is expressed in a language far removed from the 
verbosities of social science, their imagination betrays considerable socio- 
logical sophistication. The believers often say it is very important that 
mothers stay home. But the talk does not end with celebrations of mater- 
nity and admonitions that home and work do not mix. Also on the table are 
detailed examinations of fathers’ roles, both as committed breadwinners 
and as nurturant helpmeets to their wives. Home work gets redefined to 
include considerably more than cleaning floors and packing lunches. 
Women are admonished to be committed full-time to their children, but 
their submission to God’s plan is also explicitly recognized and celebrated 
from pulpits and on the pages of glossy magazines. A wide array of career- 
like opportunities remain open for believer women as organizers, adminis- 
trators, advocates, and entrepreneurs even while they are full-time moth- 
ers. The sheer elaborateness of the believers’ talk about mothers and 
fathers indicates that they are aware of the complicated linkages between 
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motherhood and the broader institutional organization of gender, work, 
and social status. They understand, in other words, that a lot needs chang- 
ing if women are going to stay home full-time. And even if reality rarely 
conforms neatly to their plans, at least there are plans—utopian perhaps, 
but something to work toward, something tangible to talk about. 

Of course, this utopia comes at a price. For all people but especially for 
women, the believers’ vision scripts many central features of biography. A 
woman is strongly encouraged to marry, to have children, and to be pri- 
marily a homeworker. Her domestic industry will be encouraged and as- 
sisted by her husband, but it also will be formally subordinate to his judg- 
ments. If a woman wants something other than the divine plan, her desires 
will be regarded as heretical at best and, at worst, blasphemous. Men are 
similarly obliged to marry, have children, and assume a family role that is 
largely predefined. If this is what heaven looks like, not everyone will want 
to go there. 

Homeschooling believers have a lot to say about Christian families, but 
their characteristically traditionalist talk should not be mistaken for the 
entirety of conservative Protestant discourse on domestic issues. It is im- 
portant to remember that in the conservative Protestant world there are 
multiple positions in the conversation about gender and family. Despite 
the critical press given to more traditionalist voices, students of the debate 
have noted that it includes a range of positions from traditionalist to 
feminist.” That the believers’ homeschool literature tends toward the con- 
servative side suggests that many of the movement’s most successful en- 
trepreneurs—Pride, Farris, Bill Gothard of ATI, Welch and Short of The 
Teaching Home, Gregg Harris, and others—have come largely from Ameri- 
can Protestantism’s far right wing. Their collective accomplishment has 
been to create a Christian home education that is intellectually coherent 
but also decidedly hostile to some basic tenets of liberal feminism. There 
are other, equally vital, points of view. Many Christian women, after all, 
have made deep investments in their own careers. Many have a more gen- 
der-neutral conception of God’s will. It is not surprising, then, that not all 
committed Christian home schoolers are interested in the version of home 
schooling promulgated by the believers’ most visible advocates. 


When I asked Lissa Foster to talk about the religious composition of her 
HOUSE chapter, she said: 


Pd say the majority of the people are Christian faith, but they just aren’t 
Christian home schoolers, they’re home schoolers who happen to also be 
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Christian. That does seem to be a difference between being a Christian 
home schooler or home schooling [and Christian]. . . . There are a few peo- 
ple in [our] group, I know we have a few Muslim families. . . . I know at least 
two Chinese people, an Indian couple. 


Lissa appreciates the ecumenism. “I don’t want [my children] to ever grow 
up thinking that one way is right and one way is wrong. I really like the 
diversity of our group,” she says. Lissa calls herself a Christian, but “we’re 
just not really, like fundamental or literalist Christians. We’re Christians 
but not in that way.” Lissa’s version of her faith is unproblematic in 
HOUSE, which explicitly welcomes families regardless of their religious 
background. 

But the Fosters were planning a move to a different state, one well- 
known among home schoolers nationally for its large and strong Christian 
support network. Lissa spoke cautiously about finding a homeschool com- 
munity after the move: 


Mrrcuett: Was I correct in hearing you indicate some apprehension about 
the support group options [in your new home]? 

Lissa: A little bit, since the [name of Christian] group is such a strong group, 
and I’m a little bit concerned about whether we would be able to fit in 
with their group or not. I mean even if we are Christian, and we do 
sometimes do Bible studies and do devotions every night with the 
kids. . . . We’ve run into some of the people being against women work- 
ing outside the house, which I definitely do. I didn’t this year, but I have 
in the past taught night school at the community college. I’d like to 
continue doing that, and I know that that causes a problem with some 
of the more fundamentalist Christian groups. Also the issue of evolu- 
tion. We are both biologists; it’s something we both teach. . .. We have 
no problem with the idea of creation through evolution, but we’re not 
seven-day Creationists, which I know it can really be an issue for some 
people, too. 


Like many of its peers in other states, the Christian organization in Lissa’s 
new home has a statement of faith that includes basic tenets of conservative 
Protestant theology. Lissa did not sound certain about the details, but she 
worried that her stance on evolution might be problematic: 


So we’re a little bit concerned about that because I can’t join a group in good 
conscience knowing that this is what they believe, and this is the only thing 
they believe, to lie to them and say, well I’m going to join you because it’s 
convenient for me.... I don’t want to lie to them. And I know that the 


105 


CHAPTER THREE 


parent group of [the state organization] leans more to that way, . . . so we do 
have a little bit of apprehension about that. 


Despite what she had heard about the organizational landscape, Lissa re- 
mained optimistic. “But there are other groups that are forming [there] for 
people who are more like we are,” she added hopefully.” 

As is true with their teaching styles, home schoolers’ diversity of faiths 
is only roughly reflected in their organizations. By the mid-1990s, in cities 
across the country, mothers and fathers typically were obliged to choose 
between explicitly Christian groups and explicitly nonsectarian ones. And 
where conservative believers set the terms of what “Christian” meant, 
mothers like Lissa who read their Bibles differently found themselves 
looking elsewhere for people to talk to, people who thought their way. 


106 


CHAPTER FOUR 





Authority and Diversity 


A SINGLE CARVED SIGN named the site of Clonlara School. Located on a side 
street in Ann Arbor, Michigan, its four modest buildings were all painted 
dark green and tucked beneath shade trees. Bits and pieces of childhood 
were evident on the grounds: climbing equipment, a tire swing, and a play- 
house. To reach the office I walked through a little garden where narrow 
walks outlined beds of flowers. At the center of the garden was a monu- 
ment, a wood pole bearing the message “May peace prevail on earth” in 
several different languages. 

Although the school was serving four thousand children a year, when I 
visited in 1994, Clonlara’s main office occupied less than four thousand 
square feet in an old house whose layout still bore traces of its previous use. 
I discerned a parlor, a day porch, and a dining room from the contours of 
walls covered with snapshots of smiling children and countless works of 
children’s art. Staff members, mostly women, sat at desks in the crowded 
front rooms. I would meet many of them soon: Rachel, who at the time of 
my arrival was trying to nurse her child, type, and talk on the phone simul- 
taneously; Greta, mother of two and active in a group called Informed 
Home Birth; Beth, who had previously worked for a housing advocacy 
organization; and Marlin, who first learned of Clonlara through the local 
food cooperative. 

Over the course of my visit, I would be impressed that the school had 
a palpable coherence to it. The work histories and political orientations 
of the staff, the loose conceptions of who was boss, and the open class- 
rooms in Clonlara’s day school all seemed part of a broader pattern that I 
could discern but could not easily label. None of the candidate terms— 
counterculture, progressive, alternative—fit most neatly. This uncertainty 
contrasted sharply with my experiences among the believers, who often 
labeled their organizational culture for me. The believers call their organi- 
zations “Christian,” “godly,” or “evangelical,” as in Christian school, godly 
home, and evangelical church. Primers about how to live in these organi- 
zations can be purchased in religious bookstores, and the ideals that ani- 
mate them can be heard from pulpits. On the other side of home education 
there are fewer such luxuries, but nevertheless breast-feeding at work, 
“peace on earth,” and the food co-op all seemed to go together somehow, 
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components of a shared sensibility that many home schoolers said they felt 
but few could name. Thankfully, one of the Clonlara staff members lent 
me some excellent candidate terms. 

Kyron had been working as a receptionist in the school’s offices, sending 
her children to Clonlara’s small day school. During my visit the office staff 
held an afternoon party for her. Soon Kyron would be leaving because she 
and her partner were moving to a small acreage out of town. “I’m not a city 
person, Pm a country person,” Kyron explained. “I like being home, like 
tending children, like the home-based work. Being self-sufficient, that’s 
the kind of life I want.” Kyron planned to keep her children at home after 
the move. “Oh, yes, I want to homeschool. But I don’t think of it as a 
separate kind of a thing. It’s more like my whole way of doing things.” As 
we continued to talk, I learned that Kyron’s sister, a born-again Christian, 
was also a homeschooling mom. She seemed to mention her sister as much 
for contrast as comparison: 


It’s interesting my sister homeschools, too, but she does it differently. She’s 
a born-again Christian, and she says she’s homeschooling because she’s a 
Christian. She uses a curriculum, she uses KONOS [a religious program]. 
And it’s funny because in many ways we think similarly about what we’re 
doing, but she does it in a Christian way, that’s the way she talks about it, 
talks about why she’s doing it. And I do it in a, I don’t know, I talk about it 
in a different way even though we’re doing the same thing. She’s talked to 
me about her beliefs, but that’s just not how it is for me. Earth-based and 
heaven-based, is how I think about it. We’re doing kind of the same thing, 
but hers is heaven-based and mine’s earth-based. 


“Do the two of you get along?” I asked. 


Oh, yeah, we get along pretty well. We’ve sort of agreed to disagree on some 
things. We don’t see each other too often, she’s still up in [another town], 
and I’ve been down here, so we’re not together much. And she has her circle 
of friends there, people from the church, Christian home schoolers. And 
that’s fine for her, seems to work real well for her. That’s sort of like her 
family now, her church, and her homeschooling friends.... And I have 
mine, too. It’s interesting we are from the same family, grew up together, but 
that’s not how our lives are put together now.! 


The distinction between the two ways of doing things was difficult for 
Kyron to spell out directly, more amenable to metaphor than to straight- 
forward elaboration. Like Kyron and her sister, sometimes home schoolers 
who think contrarily get along pretty well. They might move largely in 
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different circles or, when they do encounter each other, somehow agree to 
disagree. But very often the difference between earth-based and heaven- 
based has pulled home schoolers in such separate directions, or perhaps 
made them such different people, that diplomacy is difficult, and coopera- 
tion even more so. 

We can make a more detailed, if less poetic, sense of the distinction 
between earth-based and heaven-based by borrowing from the tool kit of 
cognitive science. Cognitive psychologists and cultural sociologists often 
use the term schemata to describe templates of understanding that people 
use to make sense of the world. Schemata are “knowledge structures that 
represent objects or events and provide default assumptions about their 
characteristics, relationships and entailments under conditions of incom- 
plete information.”’ Like the image on the box of a jigsaw puzzle, a schema 
helps us to assemble small bits of knowledge into a coherent whole. Think 
of lived experience as an ever-accumulating pile of puzzle pieces: while the 
flow of life sends us a cacophony of stimuli, schemata enable us to order the 
information into comprehensible patterns. They allow us to get a sense of 
a big picture, even when some of the pieces are not in place. 

Of course, life is a lot less tidy than a parlor game. With human sense 
making there is never one right solution, no one best way of making sense 
of a situation. Not infrequently people find themselves disagreeing about 
how to assemble the big picture. Different biographies and cultural tradi- 
tions imbue people with disparate and sometimes competing ideas about 
how to put the details together. Such differences can make it hard for 
players to cooperate, and may even lead to factions in the party. In the 
course of my work, I learned that at the core of the difference between 
earth-based and heaven-based home schoolers are incompatible ideas 
about the nature of persons and of legitimate authority. This means that 
home schoolers tend to have different guiding images—different sche- 
mata—for how to assemble themselves into collectivities. The difference 
has not been without its consequences: a dynamic, talkative, and diverse 
movement on the one hand; miscommunication and division on the other. 

Some home schoolers assume that persons are essentially good. They 
believe that, if so allowed, people will tend to make good decisions that are 
in their own best interests. They believe also that individuals are rightfully 
autonomous. People may work under certain leaders or under the con- 
straints of certain rules, but they do so of their own choosing. Believers 
think differently. First, and in keeping with central tenets of Protestant 
theology, they assume that people are both good and sinful. This sin na- 
ture, as believers often call it, means that people can make the wrong 
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decisions if left to choose on their own. Second, believers are more willing 
to grant that under the right conditions, some people can appropriately 
direct the affairs of others. Parents can direct children, for example, and 
godly leaders their flocks. 

Such different ways of thinking about people and their rightful relations 
have significant organizational repercussions. They have led home school- 
ing’s movement builders to make different decisions how to fit people to- 
gether into collectivities and how to allocate labor and authority. As these 
contrary sensibilities have been built into the organizational structure of 
the homeschool world, they have affected patterns of cooperation between 
homeschool groups and subtly channeled patterns of recruitment to the 
cause. 

The story I tell in this chapter and the next is about what happened 
through the 1990s as home schoolers found themselves disagreeing about 
just what their movement should look like and how it ought to function. I 
recount some pivotal years in the history of home schooling, a history that 
offers larger lessons for social movement scholars. First, it reminds us that 
people really do attempt to turn their ideals into organizational reality. 
When building their organizations, activists try to give practical expression 
to their visions of how the world ought to be, and often they succeed. 
Second, homeschool history shows that people can become committed to 
certain ways of doing things even when those ways are not efficient. Partly 
because they come to represent some philosophical or political ideal, orga- 
nizational forms can be intrinsically meaningful, so much so that they are 
hard to set aside even when they do not serve practical ends very well. 
Finally, this history demonstrates that differences of opinion about ap- 
parently mundane matters can sum to formidable organizational trouble. 
Disagreements over little things—like what to call a group, or how to coor- 
dinate a phone tree or write a purpose statement—often signal larger dif- 
ferences in organizational sensibility that ultimately can inhibit or prevent 
cooperation. 


IMAGES OF ORGANIZATION 


As I have described, different home schoolers have contrary ways of think- 
ing about children and their parents. John Holt argued that children are 
inherently sensible individuals, poorly served by teaching methods that 
encroach on their ability to make their own choices. He claimed that the 
best path of learning is one that children pursue of their own volition. Of 
course, children are free to cooperate with one another and with chosen 
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authorities, and we have seen already that unschooled children often do so. 
They entertain each other at support group meetings, join science and 4-H 
clubs, and enroll in classes at the local community college. Significantly, 
though, the explanations for these activities are framed in terms of chil- 
dren’s choices. And because children are individuals, with distinctive pref- 
erences and proclivities, their behavior is difficult to predict. 

In time I learned that this conception of persons informs how its adher- 
ents think about home schoolers as a group. Over a coffee shop breakfast 
with Deirdre Brown, I offered that her wing of home education was 
typified by a kind of anarchic ideal. Inclusives conceive of people as auton- 
omous individuals, I said, who rightly choose their own direction. To illus- 
trate what I was saying, I took several packets of sugar from the table be- 
tween us. I defined each one as a person and laid them out randomly. 

“Yes,” she said, “but what happens is that people come together, because 
they have common interests, so it looks more like this.” Deirdre took the 
packets and arranged them in a circle. She did not disagree that people 
make their own choices, but she amended my image to show how choice- 
making individuals could come together to form an organization. To de- 
pict how constituents did this, she used the image of a circle, in which 
people come to the collective as equals.* 

Afterward I took stock of a feature of meetings that I had long taken for 
granted: the physical organization of bodies. At HOUSE support group 
sessions and statewide camping trips, a circle was the default arrangement 
of persons. Before support group meetings began, attendees would often 
devote considerable energy to rearranging the furniture to form a circle. At 
the state level, council meetings and group discussions invariably were car- 
ried out in circles. 

Other clues indicated just how seriously home schoolers like Deirdre 
take the notion of individual autonomy. At one HOUSE state council 
meeting, for example, a group of regional representatives joked that their 
group was hardly a group at all. “We’re not an ‘organization.’ We’re a 
loose coalition of individuals.” The comment met with chuckles, as if to 
indicate that such was true in theory if not entirely in fact. On another 
occasion, a local HOUSE chapter decided it wanted a way to share exper- 
tise; members of the support group were bearers of multiple skills, they 
reasoned, and they wanted a way to connect interested parties with tal- 
ented ones. But what to call it? Perhaps because I was a graduate student 
(or perhaps simply because I was on hand), a couple of the mothers asked 
me. One of them said, “I don’t want to use the word ‘teach,’ you know. It’s 
not for people to ‘teach’ people.” The women were having trouble finding 
words that fit their intent. I suggested a metaphor—a skills bank. “Skills 
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bank. Yeah. You put something in, and you take something out.” The term 
stuck. Teaching metaphors, which might imply hierarchy, were spurned. 
But a metaphor that highlighted the collective amassing of resources and 
individual volition (you put something in) was acceptable.° 

Believers tend to think about things differently. As I indicated earlier, 
they share the belief that children are unique individuals, but they combine 
this faith with an ardent concern for child discipline and protection. In 
believers’ households this concern takes the form of admonitions that chil- 
dren need guidance to keep them from untoward people and beliefs. For 
believers, keeping children out of school is as much about keeping them 
from ungodly influences as it is about meeting their individual needs. In 
the home, believers are admonished to train their children in Christian 
living even while they are allowed to mature as unique persons. 

This difference in pedagogy implies a starkly different relationship be- 
tween individuals and authority. While other home schoolers defend the 
central importance of letting children make their own choices, the believ- 
ers contend that children’s autonomy must exist within a framework of 
parental control. This model of authority extends beyond the relationship 
between children and their parents. As described in the previous chapter, 
believers also have a model of an ideal family structure that scripts distinc- 
tive roles for mothers and fathers, women and men. On the other side of 
the movement, theorizing about family formation is notable for its 
absence. 

Beyond the family, too, the believers conceive of a divine order in which 
God, the ultimate and transcendent authority, delegates earthly leadership 
to particular men and women. The believers’ is a Protestant divine, in 
which no single earthly person or organization has ultimate authority. 
Rather, there may be many human instruments of God’s interests, multiple 
authorities, which leaves room for considerable discretion for people to 
choose their earthly leaders. And like the rest of us, godly leaders are falli- 
ble, prone to sin, potentially errant or irresponsible vessels of divine will. 
Nevertheless, the believers’ organizational schema is clearly hierarchical. 
Some people have more authority than others, and multiple individual in- 
terests may legitimately be subsumed under collective ones. 

This hierarchical conception of authority is often invoked implicitly. As 
we have found already, it is built into the way believers talk about how 
children should be treated, how wives ought to behave with their hus- 
bands, and how husbands should be sensitive to divine will. But sometimes 
the schema is made quite explicit. I found that I didn’t need sugar packets 
to discern it, because very often the picture was drawn for me. A sequel to 
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The Way Home, Mary Pride’s All the Way Home includes a chapter on 
household organization. Employing a tongue-in-cheek style, Pride asks 
her readers: 


Who is in charge of this outfit, anyway? According to the Bible it works like 
this. God, Company Owner. Tarzan, Chief Executive Officer (CEO). Jane, 
Plant Manager. Boy, Trainee. Not hard to understand. We can also pretty 
easily see what is wrong when ‘Tarzan and Jane start battling over who 
should be boss. Alligators hang out below to eat whoever falls out of the tree. 


‘To illustrate her point, Pride provides her readers with a telling labor tree. 
Titled “The Biblical Chain of Command,” the image looks like this: 


God (Company Owner) 
Husband (CEO) 


Wife (Plant Manager) 





Children (Trainees) 


The accompanying legend indicates that the solid lines represent “direct 
authority,” dotted lines “delegated authority.” 

A similar hierarchy is sketched by Gregg Harris in his instructional 
videotape “Child Training, God’s Way.” In a discussion about child social- 
ization, Harris argues that young children tend to use their older siblings 
as role models for their own maturity. To illustrate why his claim is true, 
Harris provides a picture: 









Christ 
Elders 


Parents 


First Born 
Middle Born 
Youngest 
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“Everyone is reaching for higher levels of maturity . . . but who is raising 
whom?” the graphic’s caption reads.* The assumption is that parents are 
more mature than children and thus rightfully direct them. So, too, are 
church elders more “mature” than parents, and Christ the most mature of 
all. 

As with the home schoolers in the HOUSE group, the believers lend 
other more subtle cues regarding how they think about human relations. 
HOUSE meetings of all sorts consistently met in circles, but I was more 
likely to find traditional speaker-audience configurations at believer gath- 
erings. For the support group meeting where I met Pamela Eckard, Sally 
Norton, the Kulloms, and the Witkowskis, chairs in a church basement 
were arranged in neat rows, with a center aisle and furniture in the front 
for speakers (I was allowed to speak facing the group, in front, when I made 
a request for interviews). The sessions I attended at the statewide confer- 
ences of Illinois Christian Home Educators were held in auditoriums 
where speakers were at podiums. When I attended two of Gregg Harris’s 
Christian Life Workshops, Harris stood both before and above his audi- 
ence, on stages in a gymnasium and a church. At the “ancient civilizations” 
enrichment day held by a large suburban support group, one portion of the 
day was devoted to a formal instruction session, held in a church sanctuary. 
At this session the moms stood at the front, facing the children who were 
seated in pews.” 

There were other clues. Once when I called a Christian mother to ar- 
range an interview, I received a call back from her husband. He was con- 
cerned that I had taken the liberty to arrange a meeting with his wife, in 
private, without his consent. I could only apologize. Clearly, my assump- 
tion that a woman could schedule her own interview was not shared by the 
man on the other end of the line. 

Sensibilities, images, schemata. Whatever we call them, they exist in our 
heads: actual behavior is a lot less tidy, and home schoolers’ behavior is no 
exception. As mentioned earlier, there are some important features of 
home schooling’s organizational landscape that the schemata fail to see. 
The self-motivated, self-teaching child of unschooling, for example, re- 
quires more or less full-time attention from another person. The heavy 
parental obligation of unschooling remains whether or not people ac- 
knowledge it. And the infrastructure of home schooling as a social move- 
ment is largely maintained by women—many of them entrepreneurial, 
many of them with hefty reserves of reputational clout—even while much 
believer discourse preaches a message of female domesticity and submis- 
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sion. The point is not that the models are always true to reality, but rather 
that the models are the primary referents people use to make sense of 
reality. These images of organization are consequential because people 
employ them when building organizations-in-the-flesh, and when they 
elicit participation in their cause. The images also serve as standards by 
which certain configurations of labor, authority, and scarce resources can 
be called honorable, problematic, or immoral. 

Because they have different conceptions of what an ideal organization 
should be, home schoolers have built two quite distinct movement infra- 
structures. Committed to ideals of individual freedom and ideological di- 
versity, the inclusives have created an organizational system that is built 
around individual decision making and that amply accommodates differ- 
ence. Committed to an ideal of godliness, the believers have created a sys- 
tem that is built around leaders and that discourages dissent. 


HEAvVEN-BaAsED 


Wendy Doyle greeted me warmly at the door to her office at Christian Life 
Workshops (CLW), the ministry of the popular home education advocate 
Gregg Harris. The tidy facility was located on the same property as the 
Harris home, and it housed a range of related industries: Noble Publishing 
Associates, which purveys homeschool curriculum enhancements and 
household organizers; New Attitude, a magazine for homeschooled youth 
founded by Harris’s son, Joshua; and CLW, which appeared to be the 
flagship concern. Its product was seminars staged by the elder Harris to 
recruit and embolden Christian home schoolers.!° An announcement for a 
1994 conference in the Chicago area promised two days of lectures by 
“some of the most experienced and visionary voices in the national home- 
school community today”—among them Gregg Harris, Joshua Harris, and 
Doug Phillips, then director of the Congressional Action Committee 
(CAP), the lobbying arm of the Home School Legal Defense Association 
(HSLDA)." The event was to be held in a large Protestant church in the 
Chicago suburbs. The cost of registration and tuition for the conference 
was forty-five dollars per couple, and attendees could save money by regis- 
tering early or signing up in groups of five or more. Support group leaders 
who came with ten or more group families, “Christian Foreign Missionar- 
ies (active but on furlough),” church pastors, and single parents were ad- 
mitted free of charge. 
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Sitting in her office, Wendy handed me a one-page list of job descrip- 
tions for the six employees who directed the workshops from Harris’s 
backyard. As the director’s assistant and national events coordinator, 
Wendy had the job of scheduling Harris’s seminars around the country. 
When I met, her she had been at CLW for two and a half years, and she 
described her work with the confidence that comes from experience. “’m 
the events coordinator for the workshops, I do all of Gregg’s scheduling, 
and I work with the local teams to arrange the workshops and seminars. 
Here’s my calendar,” she added with a grin, motioning toward a laminated 
wall poster that covered half of an office wall.” 

I asked Wendy about the relationship between CLW headquarters staff 
and the local “teams.” “Well, say you want to do a workshop in your area,” 
she began. “You’d call and say, we’d really like to have a workshop, what 
can we do? Pd take the call, and we would schedule a workshop in your 
area. We like to work six months in advance, you really need six months to 
do all of the planning and organizing. And we’d find a time.” 

“So you rely on local people for organizing the conferences?” I asked. 

“Yes, that’s right. Whenever we go for a workshop, we work with a team 
of eight people in coordinating the event. . . . They each have specific jobs. 
It’s actually quite a bit of work. It can be really good, challenging work if 
yow re the sort of person who likes to be organized and efficient, and we 
provide a plan for the work, too.” 

As she spoke, Wendy retrieved a fat binder from the corner of her desk. 
It was a planning manual for the local workshops and conferences, and she 
referred to it as she continued to explain. “There’s a publicity captain, one 
for registration, .. . the facilities captain . . .” 

Inside the manual was a pull-out flowchart, with rows listing discrete 
jobs for eight local workers: the local coordinator, prayer captain, publicity 
captain, facilities captain, registration captain, bookstore captain, exhibit 
hall captain, refreshments captain. Columns blocked out periods of time 
on the approach to the conference date: 20 weeks, 16 weeks, 12 weeks, 8 
weeks, 4 weeks, 2 weeks, 1 week, and 1 day prior. With 64 cells, the result- 
ing table divided up the labor into clearly articulated, bounded tasks. At 16 
weeks prior to conference date, for example, the prayer captain was ex- 
pected to “Pray for the Event. Recruit volunteers to pray. Call or visit team 
members.” At 4 weeks prior, the exhibit hall captain was to “Make initial 
map of Exhibit Hall” and, at 1 week prior, “Create a final map of the Ex- 
hibit Hall Area.” Also at 1 week prior, it was the job of the refreshments 
captain to “Verify volunteers, refreshment donors & equipment.” Few de- 
tails were left to chance. 
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I remarked to Wendy that this level of organization was quite 
impressive. 

“Yes, it really is organized. And it really has to be that way because 
there’s so much to do. Some people get kind of f. . .” Wendy seemed hesi- 
tant to use the vernacular. 

“Freaked out?” I offered. 

“Yes, freaked out about it because it seems like there’s so much work, 
and some people get upset at the manual, that everything’s so set up, but it 
really needs to be.” 

“And a lot of this organization was in place when you came on the job?” 

“Yes. Most of it.” Placing her hand on the manual, she said, “This repre- 
sents years of work really, Gregg pulling this together.” 

Over the course of our conversation, it became clear that the success of 
Harris’s endeavor relied on the prayerful, practical support of scores of 
volunteer associates across the country—eight conference captains at each 
conference site, the teams of assistants that each captain enlisted, and host 
families who housed and fed Harris and ferried him to his appointments. 

From one perspective, the organizational sophistication of CLW re- 
sided in its central offices. Here, after all, was the control center for CLW’s 
national operations. Here is where the binder was housed, alongside the 
very person who pulled it all together, Harris himself. Here in the office 
was where we might first try to assess how “organized” the project was. To 
make this assessment we might look, for example, at the degree of coordi- 
nation between local groups and the CLW office, or at the extent to which 
the process of holding a seminar was similar from city to city, or at how 
financial records were kept, or at how easy CLW’s workers were to 
replace.'* 

But if we kept our focus on the Oregon offices, we would miss two 
important components of the social system that made Harris’s ministry 
possible. We would miss, first, the universe of established organizations on 
which CLW depended. CLW often held its seminars in buildings of local 
religious concerns. Christian Liberty Academy was the site for the first 
Harris workshop I attended; a subsequent workshop in the Chicago area 
was held in a local church. A promotional flyer for an “Advanced Home 
Schooling Workshop” (for “the special needs of experienced home school- 
ing families”) in London, Ontario, listed the venue as a local church.!° 
These organizations supported Harris’s ministry with more than their 
physical plants. As sociologists such as Aldon Morris and Christian Smith 
have explained, religious organizations carry a distinctive moral weight in 
the society. Churches especially lend the projects they house a civic re- 
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spectability that they otherwise might not have.!° Harris’s use of religious 
organizations was thus good for his ministry in both practical and symbolic 
ways. 

There is yet another significant component of CLW’s organizational 
system, one that resides in the heads of the local volunteers who enabled 
Harris’s show to go on. CLW relied on people who are comfortable with 
being directed. The coordination of labor for the workshops was clearly 
top-town. The planning manual explicitly scripted the jobs of a host of 
volunteers at each workshop site and placed those volunteers into hierar- 
chical relations. The manual invoked a sports vernacular to designate au- 
thorities (“publicity captain,” “facilities captain”) and designated discrete 
tasks for each of them. According to Wendy, each captain worked under 
the general supervision of the local coordinator, who in turn was answer- 
able to the CLW offices. The success of the workshops depended not only 
on the generation of volunteer labor but also on CLW’s ability to coordi- 
nate that labor. An explicit, hierarchical organization of volunteers enabled 
CLW to replicate its workshops again and again across the country. The 
volunteers and the venues changed, but the orchestration of actors re- 
mained predictably, efficiently the same. 

This kind of organizational model can only work in a social universe in 
which people are willing to work in hierarchical relationships with one 
another. Harris’s concern had the luxury of doing business in a world in 
which deference to authority is commonplace. The believers are generally 
comfortable with the notion of hierarchical social relationships, having re- 
hearsed them in their pedagogies and to some extent in their families as 
well. This willingness to accept hierarchical arrangements is easy to take 
for granted, perhaps—until it is not forthcoming. That “some people get 
upset at the manual, that everything’s so set up,” as Wendy said, indicates 
that not everyone is willing to play along. Still, the evident success of the 
system suggests that Harris and his colleagues had figured the plan quite 
well; by the early 1990s, CLW claimed that over seventy thousand parents 
had attended its workshops.'” 

Years ago, Gregg Harris had Wendy’s job. In the early 1980s, Harris 
moved from the Midwest to work as a conference coordinator for Ray- 
mond and Dorothy Moore, then headquartered in Washougal, Washing- 
ton. Business differences forced Harris and the Moores to go their separate 
ways, but Harris remained in the Pacific Northwest, near Portland, Ore- 
gon, nurturing his own concern in tandem with other blossoming leaders 
in the Christian homeschool movement. In the early 1980s, Christian Life 
Workshops engaged the services of Peggy Allen, who was employed by the 
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Moores as an office worker but also provided office services on a freelance 
basis out of her home. As Peggy recalls, “My first clients were The Teaching 
Home, Gregg Harris with Christian Life Workshops, and the Home 
School Legal Defense Association. Those were my three customers, and of 
course at that time they were quite small, they were just starting out.”!® 
Allen’s early clients grew to be organizational giants in Christian home 
education, and their practical relations with one another endured. 

The headquarters of The Teaching Home (TTH) magazine are a short 
drive away from CLW headquarters. Since its first issue in 1980, TTH has 
matured into a nationally distributed glossy. By 1994, its four-color covers 
were appearing bimonthly in the mailboxes of over thirty-seven thousand 
subscribers.!? Like other homeschooling magazines, TTH has extensive 
columns for letters from readers, as well as features pertaining to the me- 
chanics of home schooling. But two things make TTH distinctive from 
other homeschooling periodicals: its centrality in a national movement 
communication network and its decidedly “Christian” editorial policies. 

Through much of the 1990s, the magazine had “newsletter editors” in 
forty-one states. These editors were associated with state-level home 
school organizations and were responsible for regional editorial pages that 
appeared in the center of each TTH issue.”° Subscribers in Illinois, for 
example, received an “Illinois Update” stapled into their subscriptions. In 
the March/April 1994 issue, Illinois readers learned about the upcoming 
Illinois Christian Home Educators (ICHE) convention and could take 
note of a “Legislative Day” in Springfield hosted by their state’s Christian 
Home Educators Coalition (CHEC).’! Additionally, TTH regularly listed 
addresses and phone numbers for homeschool organizations in all fifty 
states.” 

In the same issue, 77H’s “Convention News” column trailed over six 
pages. It included announcements for state conventions and curriculum 
fairs in thirty-nine states (eight were listed for Texas alone). The spring 
itinerary of Gregg Harris’s Christian Life Workshops tour was listed, 
along with CLW’s toll-free information number. CLW also ran two ad- 
vertisements in the March/April issue. Two-thirds of page 36 were de- 
voted to ads for Harris’s workshops and his CLW “Home School Favor- 
ites” publications. 

Legal and political matters related to home education receive extensive 
coverage in TTH. Much of this editorial content is supplied, however, by 
another homeschool organization—HSLDA. Each issue of the magazine 
features a “Legal News” section compiled by HSLDA. For March/April 
1994 this section included updates on homeschool-related legal issues in 
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eleven states and Puerto Rico. At the end of the column, TTH ran this 
editor’s note: “Home School Legal Defense Association offers prepaid le- 
gal defense and has served the home-school community for 10 years in an 
outstanding and reputable manner. We highly recommend membership.” 
As he regularly does, Farris also had contributed an editorial to the issue. 
Titled “Homier Than Thou,” it was a plainspoken admonition for home 
schoolers to not be braggarts with one another: about the number of chil- 
dren they had, for example, or about whether they baked their own bread. 

Stapled into the middle of the issue was an HSLDA membership 
application. 

Striking to even a casual reader of TTH is how expressly “Christian” it 
is. The editorial voice of the magazine is clearly religious. “We hope that 
this magazine will benefit your family and bring glory to our wonderful 
Lord,” offered the publishers at the end of a brief column welcoming new 
readers in March/April 1994. Features are peppered with Bible verses. A 
two-column feature titled “Teaching from a Biblical World View,” for 
example, includes references to seven different Bible passages. A sidebar 
lists “Christian Men of Science,” among them Isaac Newton and Louis 
Pasteur. A feature on early childhood education includes a section titled 
“Practical Ideas for Teaching Children to Memorize Scripture.” 

The publishers are clear about the religious nature of their product. A 
purpose statement, printed in every issue of the magazine, explains: 


The purpose of The Teaching Home magazine is to provide information, in- 
spiration, and support to home-school families and organizations. 

The Teaching Home publishers, Pat and Sue Welch, have purposed that the 
organization and all of its activities and publications will be consistently and 
forthrightly Christian to the honor and glory of the Lord God. 


Directly below its purpose statement, TTH presents readers with a text 
titled “We Believe,” which articulates a fundamentalist theology: 


The Bible is the inspired and infallible Word of God and constitutes His 
completed and final revelation to man. The Bible, in its original autograph, 
is without error in whole and in part, including theological concepts as well 
as geographical and historical details. 

God has existed from all eternity in three persons: God the Father, God 
the Son, and God the Holy Spirit. . .. 

All men are in violation of God’s righteous requirements and His holy 
character both by nature and act, and are therefore under His wrath and just 
condemnation. .. . 
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Salvation is offered as a gift, free to the sinner . . . in the sacrificial death 
of Jesus Christ alone. 


“God’s Plan of Salvation” is also printed in each issue, instructing readers 
in Protestant Christian conversion. 

Given the religious tone of virtually every page, one might wonder why 
TTH editors choose also to include summaries of basic tenets of their reli- 
gion in every issue of the magazine. Saving souls would seem not to be the 
express purpose of a publication called The Teaching Home, and in any case 
given the nature of the magazine, the theological statements would seem to 
be preaching to the choir. Why, then, do the publishers place the mechan- 
ics of their faith in the foreground? 

The Teaching Home does its work in a movement characterized by wide 
variation in religious preference, pedagogy, and worldview. In the midst of 
such ecumenism, TTH’s explicit statements of religious faith have an im- 
portant symbolic function. Unbelievers who continue to flip the pages can 
consider themselves forewarned. The religious statements also have sym- 
bolic functions among the believers who are the magazine’s primary audi- 
ence. First, they make clear to believers just what TTH means by “Chris- 
tian.” TTH is not only not a secular periodical; it is also not a Catholic or 
a Mormon or even a liberal Protestant periodical. Its “Christian” is a con- 
servative Protestant faith. TTH’s theological statements render the maga- 
zine exclusive of other Christianities by definition. 

Still, we might wonder why TTH would need to make its theology so 
explicit, especially for readers who likely are already familiar with this us- 
age of the term Christian. A second answer is that an ideologically diverse 
movement creates considerable uncertainties among activists and constitu- 
ents about who thinks like they do and who does not. Cooperation is 
greatly enhanced if people share assumptions about who one another is 
and how they are to work together—a sociological insight as applicable to 
corporate boardrooms as it is to social movements.” But how am I to know 
who thinks like I do? Like bumper stickers with the ancient, telltale fish 
logos still popular among conservative Protestants, TTH’s statements of 
faith tell believers that they and the magazine inhabit the same cultural 
world. 

Once we think of TTH’s belief statements as symbolic in this way, the 
appearance of the word Christian throughout the magazine, and, indeed, 
throughout the movement, takes on a new relevance. Perhaps it matters, 
for example, that it so often appears in the names of believers’ state-level 
organizations. Sharing the page with the statement of faith in March/April 
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1994 is a list of TTH’s affiliated forty-one newsletter editors, along with 
the names of the statewide organizations of which they are members. 
‘Twenty-eight of these forty-one organizations have the word Christian in 
their names: Illinois Christian Home Educators, Christian Homeschoolers 
of Hawaii, Utah Christian Homeschool Association, and so on. Perhaps it 
also matters that Illinois Christian Home Educators, the statewide um- 
brella organization the Jeromes helped to found and in which they and the 
Edwardses are still involved, has a statement of faith that looks very much 
like that of The Teaching Home. 

The symbolic nature of statements of faith likely has further import in 
TTH given the magazine’s advertising policy. TTH promises readers in 
every issue that it “is very selective in accepting advertisements.” Each 
issue contains a “Resource Directory” that indexes the advertisements by 
page. At the top of the directory, the editors offer that “we can recommend 
advertised products and services for your consideration.” 

With The Teaching Home, Pat and Sue Welch have created a coherent 
representation of believer home education. Happy homeschool families 
adorn each cover. News from a wide range of homeschool organizations 
fills the magazine’s pages with pertinent current events nationwide. Per- 
haps most important, organizations that a home schooler might not other- 
wise see as connected become practically linked: a legal services firm 
provides homeschool news to the magazine, which in turn encourages its 
readers to use the services of that firm; Christian Life Workshops adver- 
tised in TTH, and in turn the magazine gave CLW explicit endorsement as 
an approved advertiser. Finally, calling the entire publication “Christian” 
lends a particular cast to all of the magazine’s various contributors—they 
are, by editorial extension, defined as “Christian,” too. 

Like all representations, The Teaching Home’s vision of Christian home 
education occludes some important features of the empirical world. Reli- 
gious home schoolers and homeschool organizations of nonfundamental- 
ist or non-Christian faiths are not part of this picture, nor are those believ- 
ers who desire a more ecumenical movement. But in another sense this 
exclusion is itself an organizational accomplishment. The Teaching Home’s 
editorial policies help to link a movement world of decidedly shared cul- 
tural sensibility. When you read this, or buy that, or take this party’s ad- 
vice, the magazine implies to its readers, you have a sense of the kind of 
people with whom you are dealing. 

Peggy Allen’s third client, the HSLDA, in subsequent years became the 
largest and perhaps most visible homeschool organization in the country. 
The legal services firm that began as a shoestring operation in 1983 
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claimed over thirty-seven thousand dues-paying members ten years later, 
some 90 percent of whom were, by HSLDAs own accounts, evangelical or 
fundamentalist Christians.** Along with its rapid growth came a move east, 
toward Washington, D.C., and growing clout in the homeschool world. 
When I first visited HSLDA’s comfortable Virginia offices, the organiza- 
tion was well on its way to becoming the nerve center of a national move- 
ment infrastructure. 

HSLDA provides its member families with full legal counsel if they ever 
are approached by school or social services authorities, or brought to court 
as a result of their homeschool activities. In the early 1990s, the standard 
annual fee for HSLDA membership, per family, was $100. Families active 
in some local and regional support groups may purchase membership at a 
slightly reduced rate. HSLDA thus enjoys the endorsement of many grass- 
roots organizations. Members of many Christian support groups in Illi- 
nois, for example, receive group discounts for HSLDA membership. 

HSLDA is more than a legal services firm, however. Part of its accom- 
plishment has been to efficiently link the furthest reaches of the believers’ 
grass roots with a central hub. Since 1990, creating and maintaining 
this network has been the job of a service arm of HSLDA, the National 
Center for Home Education (NCHE). Housed in the main offices of its 
parent organization and funded by a portion of HSLDA’s dues revenue, 
NCHE’s founding mission was “to serve state [homeschool] leaders 
by providing information and federal legislation of concern to home 
schoolers.””° 

During the year of my first visit, homeschool advocate Carol Ingram was 
serving as NCHE’s associate director. I had heard Ingram in her appear- 
ance as keynote speaker at ICHE’s 1993 state convention; I soon was im- 
pressed that her vivacity and enthusiasm were just as strong in her office as 
they had been onstage before that audience of hundreds. As we talked 
through most of an afternoon and again the following morning, Ingram 
sketched the features of an impressive organizational system. 

We began by looking at literature from NCHE’s 1993 National Chris- 
tian Home Educators Leadership Conference. Held that November in 
Williamsburg, Virginia, the event had drawn 287 attendees from forty-two 
states, Puerto Rico, and Canada. Flipping through the attractively bound 
conference program, I asked Ingram for whom the conference had been 
designed. 

“Well, this particular conference is unique in that we limit the member- 
ship to people who are officers or board members of statewide organiza- 
tions. Or national organizations, or the kind of people that would be your 
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speakers on the national homeschool circuit.””° Williamsburg was targeted 
to those advocates in leadership positions at the statewide level and be- 
yond. “So we do limit [the national conferences] for the simple reason that 
we don’t want it to get so big that we lose the ability to really interact 
discussion-wise at that level.” The 1993 conference was the sixth of its 
kind. “We move it around the country so that every five or six years [lead- 
ers] have a reasonable chance of having it at least somewhat nearby.” 

The back pages of the conference program listed the names of all regis- 
tered attendees and the organizations they represented. Some people had 
traveled from as far away as Maine, Oregon, or New Mexico to attend. 
Steve and Susan Jerome from ICHE were listed as registrants. Over fifty 
state and regional advocacy organizations were represented, many of them 
titled with the catchy acronyms that name so many sites on the homeschool 
map: CHEF (Christian Home Education Fellowship of Alabama), FEAST 
(Family Educators Alliance of South Texas), and MATCH (Missouri As- 
sociation of Teaching Christian Homes). 

I was curious about NCHE’s rationale for limiting attendance at Wil- 
liamsburg to a certain, high level of leadership. “What needs are you trying 
to address at that level that are distinctive?” I asked. 

“Well ... in a way they’re not distinctive in that [the needs] will be 
different from other levels but they’re .. . the same needs on a different 
level. And so what happens at this conference is that it is like a support 
group for the state leaders. You know, just sort of like your pastors’ confer- 
ences are...” 

“A retreat...” 

“Yeah. We’re not like that. We’re in home schooling, so this is, you 
know, not a retreat. This is a move forward.” She chuckled at the half joke. 
“Just teasing you with that.” Ingram smiled at me, then continued. “We’re 
trying to broaden their horizons. We’re trying to help home schoolers, we 
do a lot of things because of the nature of what we do here at the national 
center. We are very legislatively oriented, somewhat lobbying oriented, 
and so we bring to the state leaders something they can’t get anywhere else 
unless they do it on their own.” 

“And what is that?” I asked. 

“And that is information about what’s [happening] on the national scene 
legislatively that can have an impact on a family’s ability to keep home- 
schooling. And the issues are not always going to be specifically home- 
schooling bills. ... You have things that impact on family rights [for in- 
stance] that curtail parents’ ability to make choices.” She went on to give 
some examples of current proposed legislation that NCHE was combat- 
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ing: stricter federal enforcement standards for child immunization, and 
congressional passage of the United Nations Convention on the Rights of 
the Child. 

The bulk of the sessions in Williamsburg were devoted to more practi- 
cal concerns of maintaining efficient movement organization. There were 
sessions titled “Good Accounting Principles for Home School Leaders,” 
“Using Computers to Simplify Everything Your Organization Does,” and 
“Managing Your Organization: A Look at the Vital Role of Board Mem- 
bers.””” Such sessions offered advice on how to tackle the more mundane 
aspects of mobilization. The one devoted to computer use, for example, 
included discussions of how leaders could use computers to do accounting, 
maintain newsletter mailing lists, and exploit the Internet to disseminate 
information. 

A Saturday morning general session titled “Capital Alert” was devoted 
to a presentation regarding Congressional Action Program (CAP), 
HSLDA’ lobbying arm that had been inaugurated in January 1993.8 
Led by HSLDA president Michael Farris and CAP director Doug Phillips, 
the session outlined HSLDA’ efforts to build a political advocacy network 
with constituents in every congressional district in the nation. Conference 
literature described CAP as “a grassroots defense of the home school fam- 
ily.” Working in tandem with state-level homeschool organizations, 
NCHE/CAP staffers were building a fax and telephone network that 
would link the Virginia offices with volunteers across the country. If 
NCHE/CAP determined that pending legislation deserved the support or 
opposition of home schoolers, it could use the CAP network to generate 
phone calls and letters to Capitol Hill.” 

What the Williamsburg conference offered, then, was an opportunity 
for NCHE to nurture a national social movement apparatus. Workshops 
on computer literacy, sound accounting principles, and grassroots activism 
might help make organizations more efficient. Simply bringing people to- 
gether from across the country facilitated conversations that might other- 
wise be impossible. And by providing information to prominent local and 
regional activists, NCHE could count on disseminating conference news 
back down to the grass roots. 

NCHE’s annual conferences are predicated on a deceptively simple as- 
sumption: there is a hierarchy of homeschool leaders. This notion, so basic 
that it may be taken largely for granted, is a vital part of the architecture of 
NCHE’s efforts. The cover of the Williamsburg program announced that 
the event was a “Leadership Conference.” Ingram made clear that the con- 
ference was not for everyone, and not just for every “leader”—only those 
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at a certain “encompassing level,” as she described it. The entire event was 
predicated on the idea that organizationally, the homeschool world is or- 
ganized as a pyramid. 

Ingram emphasized that NCHE was not dictatorial in its relationship 
with the believers’ rank and file. “It’s not a top-down thing, where we’re 
saying, ‘okay home schoolers . . . this is what you need to do.’ It’s not that 
at all. It’s an advocacy kind of thing where we provide the information. We 
believe you’re capable thinkers. You decide what you want to do.” Still, I 
wondered how it might be possible for NCHE to avoid speaking without 
some measure of authority. After all, if NCHE called its annual events 
“leadership” conferences, was it not, then, a leader of leaders? 

From talk of Williamsburg, we moved on to a discussion of NCHE’s 
other year-round advocacy efforts. Ingram explained, “Now we also pro- 
vide to the state leaders ... a monthly mailing, that whole series of red 
notebooks out there on the bookcase are the mailings we’ve done since our 
inception.” She pointed out her office door to the adjacent hallway and a 
shelf full of three-ring binders. “And that will be anywhere from eighty to 
two hundred pages of material about ten to twelve times a year, where we 
will capture articles and issues—many times we’ll give them articles on 
both sides of an issue because we’re dealing with a level of leadership 
[where they] can hone through it.” 

I asked Ingram who received NCHE’s mailings. “Well basically there’s 
a whole network of statewide organizations. So whenever we hear of a new 
state organization that we don’t already know about, we will write to them 
and let them know who we are and what we do. And if they’re interested 
in our services, they basically ask for them and get them.” 

I asked who received the information and how recipients were chosen. 

“The way we keep our mailing list working is, once a year we ask them 
for a response survey. If they don’t return the response, they’re cleared out 
of the mailing list. Because you just have to keep it current. And we’re 
probably dealing with about 220 leaders. . . . [The mailings] cost us about 
$150 per person per year. And so it is a costly venture.” 

“So the contact organizations don’t pay a fee for that?” I asked. 

“No, not at all. It’s purely a service thing. Which is why it gets kind of 
interesting,” Ingram continued. “I’ve been watching on the Internet lately, 
there have been some people that are really offended by the fact that we 
refuse to send the mailing to them.” 

“Oh really?” 

“And it’s one of those uncomfortable things where, you know you just 
can’t send it to everyone that asks. And so you’ve got to know what their 
level of statewide influence is. And yet sometimes home schoolers can be 
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a very rights-conscious group and can be very unhappy, [saying,] ‘what do 
you mean youre restricting the information?’” 

“So what happened?” I asked. 

“Well, the lady who called in was from Illinois. She wanted the mailing, 
and I explained to her that it costs us and therefore we restrict it to two 
people per state-level organization. I said, are you in leadership of a state- 
level organization that is currently not receiving [the mailings]?” 

“So she called for the information . . .” 

“Right. And I just wasn’t able to give it to her. She was of the mind-set 
that nobody should have the right to restrict information. And I guess that 
she put her complaint on the Internet, and several others picked it up and, 
you know, it’s not the kind of thing we’re going to discuss on the Internet. 
It’s not worth the time.” 

I asked Ingram which organizations in Illinois did receive the NCHE 
mailings: ICHE, APACHE (a regional Christian support group down- 
state), Christian Home Educators Coalition (CHEC, a state-level political 
organization), Christian Liberty Academy, and Bill Gothard’s Institute for 
Basic Life Principles. All Illinois recipients, then, were what The Teaching 
Home would call Christian organizations. 

“And I mean it’s definitely not a Christian/non-Christian thing,” In- 
gram continued. “Clonlara’s on our mailing list, Holt Associates is on our 
mailing list, and for quite a while, NHA [National Homeschool Associa- 
tion] was on our mailing list, ... now several of them through the years 
have fallen out of our mailing list just because they didn’t return our ques- 
tionnaire, and so I mean that’s the nature of the game.” 

Still, Ingram was clear that NCHE is primarily a Christian organization, 
even while it understood that not all homeschool organizations were. “And 
there is a little bit of controversy,” she said, “in some circles of home edu- 
cation between organizations that are quote unquote ‘exclusively Chris- 
tian,’ and organizations that are Christian but serve everyone, and organi- 
zations that are non-Christian. And there seems to be a tremendous 
tension generated by those who are in the organizations who are non- 
Christian, not understanding why the Christians are, you know, not being 
like Jesus and loving them all.” 

Somehow, our talk had careened into a broader discussion about big 
differences among home schoolers. 

“I think a lot of what causes that [is] . . . it’s a very interesting error in 
thinking,” she said. 


And that is we tend to assume that there’s this group over here called Chris- 
tian, and there’s this group over here called nonsectarian or non-Christian, 
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or whatever you want to call it, “secular.” And in the middle there is some big 
entity called “neutral.” And the secular people constantly appeal that “All 
right we’re willing to be neutral.” ... And the fact is there are not three 
groups. You know, scripturally speaking, “He who doesn’t build with me 
scatters abroad.” We are either saved or we’re lost. We’re either in a Chris- 
tian world reference or we’re in a non-Christian world reference, we’re not 
in a neutral world reference. 


Ingram’s words helped me make sense of how NCHE could include 
some non-Christian groups on its mailing lists despite the fact that it pri- 
marily serves believers. Like its parent HSLDA, NCHE is not for Chris- 
tians exclusively, but it nevertheless promulgates an exclusively Christian 
cause. Nonbelievers might have access to NCHE services, at least to some 
degree, but only at the discretion of its standing authorities. 


At the heart of the believers’ organizational schema is a general acceptance 
of hierarchy. When it organized its local programs, Christian Life Work- 
shops relied on the assumption that hierarchies are legitimate. NCHE as- 
sumes that believer home education is put together hierarchically when it 
selects attendees for its annual “leadership” conferences and when it makes 
choices about which local parties will receive its mailings. And by calling 
some movement personnel “leaders” and treating them specially, NCHE 
actively nurtures a hierarchical organizational system that distributes re- 
sources (like information, and network contacts, and prestige) unequally. 

But just how is one to know who thinks in terms of leaders and captains, 
and who does not? This is really a part of larger questions: Who thinks like 
I do? With whom can I get along? One way of addressing these generic 
uncertainties is to use common markers of shared sentiment as proxies for 
more general similarity. The editorial policies of The Teaching Home sug- 
gest that markers of conservative Protestant Christianity help create the 
boundaries of believer home education. Carol Ingram, and the lady from 
Illinois, indicate that HSLDA/NCHE does its work at a blurry patch of 
the divide. 


EARTH-BASED 


“Cold water. Use cold water for oatmeal.” I had been scrubbing cereal 
bowls, somewhat unsuccessfully, under a hot stream. Noticing my trouble, 
the woman on rinse duty had offered the advice. “It’s something about the 
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starch in the oatmeal, I think. It comes off better with cold.”3° For what- 
ever reason, the cold water worked better. While we finished the breakfast 
dishes, my partner in the dish room talked about her support group back 
home, her homeschooling activism there, and her interest in the NHA. It 
was easy to talk with her, that chilly October morning in 1992, the second 
day of a weekend conference of the NHA. Even after months of research, 
my interactions with the believers had remained rather formal, but the 
individualists granted me admission to the flow of their most mundane 
movement business. During that 1992 weekend they asked me for rides to 
the airport and for help sweeping floors and washing dishes, and they al- 
lowed me to sit in on all administrative meetings. The relative inclusion I 
was offered among these home schoolers was, perhaps, partly because I 
looked more like them. Deirdre Brown later joked that I was an honorary 
member of the NHA Council on account of my Birkenstock sandals; I was 
told that the council required them. But subsequently I realized that this 
willingness to include me was also a consequence of looser rules about who 
is one of “us.” 

I was not the only one doing chores that weekend. Except for a hired 
cook, all the work of the conference that fall was accomplished by volun- 
teer labor. As attendees arrived, they were asked to sign up for a series of 
tasks—cleaning bathrooms, sweeping cabins, helping in the kitchen, and 
doing dishes. This voluntarism was not without its troubles. Several times 
during the weekend, the two women informally in charge of these matters 
chided the group for leaving some jobs undone. A graduate student eager 
to blend in and a few of the heartier volunteers took up some of the slack. 

As among the believers, this wing of home education is maintained 
largely through volunteer labor. But the organization of voluntarism is 
different in groups like the NHA. While believer voluntarism is supported 
by an assumption that hierarchy is legitimate, home schoolers like Deirdre 
Brown work under the assumption that individual persons have primary 
discretion about whether and how to participate. This makes for sluggish 
organizations in practice. 

The NHA was founded in 1988 by a group of home schoolers active in 
the National Coalition of Alternative Community Schools (NCACS), an 
advocacy organization peopled by progressive educators from around the 
country and long supported by John Holt. Many home schoolers amenable 
to Holt’s unschooling philosophy had found support for their cause in 
NCACS through the early 1980s, when home education was still new, still 
beyond the media spotlight, and still clearly linked to the progressive 
school movements of the previous decade. The NHA emerged from its 
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parent organization during the same period that home schooling was en- 
joying rapid growth nationally. 

While informal membership estimates for the organization ran as high 
as 500 in the early 1990s, the NHA’s 1992 balance sheet indicated that the 
organization had fewer than 150 members paying the fifteen-dollar annual 
dues.’! NHA’ 1992 national conference, held at a YMCA campground 
near Cincinnati, Ohio, drew 173 participants (80 adults) from sixteen 
states.’ The 1993 conference, held at the same site, counted 96 partici- 
pants (41 adults).?? At both events, most attendees were from the midwest- 
ern, northeastern, and midsouthern regions of the United States. 

Although considerably smaller and poorer than the believers’ NCHE, 
the NHA and its conferences similarly link prominent advocates from 
around the country. Among those at the NHA’s 1992 conference were 
many whom NCHE staffers might have called leaders: Larry Kaseman, 
executive director of the Wisconsin Parents Association (WPA), a nonsec- 
tarian advocacy organization that serves as a legislative watchdog for home 
schooling in that state; Patricia Montgomery, director of Clonlara School; 
Maggie Sadoway, a homeschool mother who is very active in Massachu- 
setts homeschool politics; and Deirdre Brown of Illinois HOUSE. Yet 
only one of these advocates, Patricia Montgomery, was registered for the 
NCHE conference in Williamsburg the following spring. 

From its parent NCACS, the NHA inherited a progressive organiza- 
tional structure. NHA bylaws outline a highly democratic organization. 
Each dues-paying member has a vote in decision-making events, and major 
organizational decisions are made by majority votes of the entire member- 
ship. Additionally, the NHA membership regularly elects delegates to its 
administrative council, whose decision making is governed not by majority 
vote but by consensus. According to the NHA’s consensus rules, all 
council members must agree on a course of action before the council 
proceeds.** 

Yet even the formal depiction of organizational structure provided in 
the bylaws understates the level of democracy present in the NHA. During 
the 1992 conference there was considerable discussion about just what 
constituted an NHA member. If a homeschool family paid NHA dues 
every year, did that mean that the family had only one vote in organiza- 
tional business? Some members were more specifically concerned with 
whether children of members had voting rights independent of their dues- 
paying parents. While no changes to the bylaws were made as a result of 
these discussions, it was informally decided that each member of a dues- 
paying family—children included—could vote independently. Further, 
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since votes among the membership were conducted by a show of hands and 
without any formal procedure for certifying membership, in process the 
NHAs business was conducted by those present regardless of their mem- 
bership status. 

The effectiveness of a participatory democracy, however, depends on 
who agrees to participate and how participants enact their participation. 
For one thing, people have to show up. During the NHA conferences in 
1992 and 1993, none of the scheduled sessions I attended started on time. 
People would assemble in meeting halls and chat during the minutes sur- 
rounding the scheduled time for an event; ten to fifteen minutes into the 
scheduled session, someone would begin proceedings with a “we really 
ought to get started.” Often, the problem was that no one person had been 
designated as responsible for directing a particular session, so that business 
generally commenced by mutual agreement of those present. “That’s okay, 
we’re on homeschool time!” one woman said after a scheduled session be- 
gan particularly late. Less than perfect timeliness is almost a given for any 
event involving multiple parties, of course. But “homeschool time” clearly 
meant something different among these home schoolers than among the 
believers. At ICHE state conventions in Illinois, for example, speakers and 
discussion leaders often bemoaned schedule delays and frequently encour- 
aged participants to mind their watches. At the NHA conference, lapses in 
punctuality were joked about. 

Uncertainty about who might show up and when, though, sometimes 
had more significant consequences. Each national conference of the NHA 
is also a meeting time for the NHA Council, the administrative body 
charged with conducting the organization’s business. NHA bylaws stipu- 
late that formal council decisions can only be made when a two-thirds 
quorum of council members is present. In 1992 and 1993 the council con- 
sisted of nine members, so a quorum required six in attendance. But at the 
1993 meetings only five council members were on hand. The council sec- 
retary had resigned abruptly for “personal reasons” unspecified to me; an- 
other council member from the East Coast was adopting a new child that 
weekend; a new member from a western state was unable to attend because 
of family troubles and obligations at work; and a fourth had failed to show 
up for the meetings two years in a row. 

On the agenda were issues that many present agreed were crucial to the 
operation of the organization: decisions about how to go about securing 
501(c)3) nonprofit status; reformatting the NHA newsletter, the Circle of 
Correspondence; pursuing paid help for an overworked, volunteer office co- 
ordinator; and planning the 1994 meeting. But what could the council do 
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without a quorum? Debating this question took up a considerable amount 
of time. One member asked if reducing the council to eight members 
would do the trick, since the bylaws allowed for flexibility in the number of 
council seats. He took a moment to calculate whether five of eight was 
equivalent to two-thirds. Would .625 of the council be close enough to a 
quorum? This figure didn’t sit well with everyone at the table. “You can’t 
have a fraction of a person,” one member quipped. Another option was to 
elect a new council member, but doing so would be a logistical challenge. 
An election would require a vote of the entire membership, and typically 
the council held a call for nominations and published candidate bios in its 
newsletter beforehand. There was agreement that abridging those conven- 
tions would be politically unwise, and that carrying them out at the confer- 
ence would unduly tax an already tight schedule of meetings. But no one 
was comfortable making consensus decisions on the council without a quo- 
rum, since doing so would violate the bylaws. After much discussion it was 
decided that the council would finish out its meetings that weekend in 
conference (“we’ll discuss the issues,” as one member said) but delay mak- 
ing significant formal decisions until its next meeting. 

Nonattendance is a generic administrative problem, of course, but most 
organizations have mechanisms for punishing it. Informally, offenders 
may be chided for failing to live up to their duty or curtly encouraged not 
to let it happen again. Sometimes formal sanctions are used to discipline 
the offender, as when, for example, dismissal or demotion is made the price 
of absenteeism. But the NHA has few formal or informal tools with which 
to punish its no-shows. Informally it is a “volunteer” organization that has 
only a few carrots. Formally, NHA bylaws stipulate that council members 
may be suspended “for cause” by a two-thirds council vote and removed by 
a majority vote of the general membership; however, this option was not 
used even for chronic absentees—likely, I suspect, because invoking such 
mechanisms would have been too politically drastic relative to the infrac- 
tion. The formal mechanisms weren’t supple enough, but that was hardly 
the only problem. 

I never heard the word /eader used to describe anyone in the NHA, not 
even members of the council. The kinds of leaders that NCHE takes for 
granted have little place in the organizational schema that informs the 
composition of the NHA. This theoretical equality is not without its 
troubles. Because its members assume that their organization is composed 
of choice-making individuals, few demands can be made on individual 
members who make choices that gum up the NHA’s work. Instead, the 
NHA has to rely on people to actively choose to participate: to show up 
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for meetings, volunteer to wash dishes, and carry through on standing 
commitments. 

On the first morning of the 1993 NHA conference, thirty grown-ups 
and their children learned a new game. Part consciousness-raising exercise, 
part “Simon Says,” the game began with an announcement from a work- 
shop facilitator: “We are a diverse group of people. This exercise provides 
a place for the awareness that, in spite of our diversity, we can come to- 
gether for common goals. This awareness is simply that—no attempts are 
or should be made in labeling any individual. And so I invite you to STAND 
up iF...” The facilitator, the same woman who had shared dish duty with 
me the previous year, continued by reading a long menu of potential iden- 
tities. Members of the audience were told to stand up if 


you are now living in southwest Ohio ... northwest Ohio ... [if] you are 
originally from the eastern U.S. . . . from the Midwest U.S... . from a differ- 
ent country. . . [if] you are a single parent, a parent with a partner, a steppar- 
ent, a grandparent, [if] you are living in a committed relationship .. . if you 
are a young person, [if] your heritage is Latino/Latina, African-American, 
... European, Asian ... [if] the church, synagogue, temple, or other reli- 
gious service is an important part of your life . . . [if] you grow a garden... 
recycle, [or] have written a poem, painted a picture, or created any work of 
art in the last year ... [if] you wish you were or are glad you are home- 
schooled.?? 


By the end of the exercise everyone in the room was standing. Chuckles at 
the novelty of the game peppered the audience, as did comments, spoken 
through smiles, that this—diversity—was what the NHA was all about. 

The “Diversity Acknowledgment Exercise,” as the NHA conference lit- 
erature called it, opened a workshop titled “Forming and Working with 
Inclusive Statewide Networks and Organizations.” Among the topics dis- 
cussed at the 1993 workshop were “working with a wide variety of people” 
and “keeping the goal of inclusiveness clearly in mind.” Along with its 
commitments to democracy and voluntarism, the NHA has an explicit 
commitment to social and ideological diversity. Its literature for prospec- 
tive members promises that “NHA is committed to emphasizing the diver- 
sity of homeschoolers while encouraging the acceptance of homeschooling 
as an individualized approach to education.” But living up to this com- 
mitment has proven difficult for the NHA even at the most basic level of 
organizational process. 

Consider the following situation, discussed at length by the NHA 
Council during the 1992 conference. One council member, a Jewish 
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woman from the West Coast, had been unable to attend the event because 
it had been scheduled between two Jewish holidays. Disgruntled, she 
wrote an open letter to the NHA membership that was subsequently pub- 
lished in the organization’s quarterly publication, the Circle of Correspon- 
dence. “Dear Friends,” the letter began: 


When I volunteered to serve on the Council of the NHA, I knew there 
would be conflicts between the various meetings and activities of the organi- 
zation and the running of a traditional Jewish household. Simply traveling 
and keeping kosher is an experience in itself! This year, one of these ex- 
pected conflicts did, indeed, arise. The annual Conference was scheduled 
between two holidays, and there was no way I could attend. . . . I have been 
assured by the Conference Committee that they will carefully look at their 
calendars before selecting the next Conference dates, and that conflicts such 
as those we have seen in the past will not occur again. Yes, there is an entire 
month on the Jewish calendar that should be avoided, and yes, the number 
of families that observe these days is small. Yet if we ask ourselves “who does 
it burt to avoid these days?” and then “who will be excluded if we ignore 


these days?” we can perhaps get a better perspective on the issue.>” 


Many council members at the 1992 meetings were aware of their col- 
league’s dissatisfaction with the dates, and one long council session was 
devoted to scheduling the next conference to accommodate her wishes in 
1993. 

But the task was difficult. Earlier in the weekend, council members had 
decided to hold the conference at the same site the following year. Since 
the campground was booked through the month of August, a summer date 
was out of the question. September weekends were a possibility, but Rosh 
Hashanah fell squarely in the middle of the month, and Sukkot, the Jewish 
harvest festival, fell on September 30. The autumnal equinox, which one 
council member celebrated as a pagan holiday, fell on another candidate 
weekend. Another complication was that the campground facilities were 
designed for three-season use and were poorly heated. A running joke 
throughout the weekend had been the challenge of open-air cabins on 
crisp nights and chilly showers on frosty mornings. Any date later in the 
autumn would be out of the question. 

Despite the fact that the dates overlapped with Columbus Day, the 
Council decided after much debate to hold the next conference from Oc- 
tober 7 to 11, 1993. “We'd really like to accommodate everyone, but any 
date we choose is going to be a problem for some people,” one council 
member said. 
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“Right,” said another. “If we try to accommodate everybody, then we'll 
never have a conference.” 

However, the disgruntled member in absentia was perturbed for an- 
other reason also: the council’s decision to hold the meeting in the same 
place two years running. Her letter also included the following: 


The [Cincinnati] site sounded great. ... But what’s this I hear about next 
year’s Conference at the same site? What happened to moving this event 
around the country? 

According to memory, both the Conference and the Council Meetings 
were to be held in various locations. More families could become involved in 
this way. As for Council Meetings, surely these must rotate around the coun- 
try. To do otherwise will create unnecessary hardships for our Council 
members and their families. My greater fear is that our volunteers will be 
limited to those with large pocketbooks. Now, the concept of “regional” 
conferences has been brought up. This is something that I can fully support! 


“At any rate, the best of luck to those of you who have volunteered to plan 
and organize these regional events!” the letter continued. Part of the prob- 
lem, though, was that no one had volunteered to host the general meeting 
elsewhere. While several council members expressed eagerness to hold the 
1993 conference at a different site, no one had offered to do the local 
footwork necessary to coordinate the event in their hometown. These de- 
tails, however, seemed of lesser importance to the disgruntled council 
member than the moral risks that came with scheduling over religious hol- 
idays and staging the 1993 event in the same spot: “Being a national orga- 
nization that includes ‘everyone’ is never easy, and demands a high degree 
of sensitivity. Let us work on nurturing that sensitivity for all of the small 
communities that make up our greater homeschool community at the na- 
tional level,” the letter concluded. 

Sufficiently honoring the diversity of its membership proved difficult on 
a practical level, then. The NHA did not want to exclude this Jewish mem- 
ber, but it was hard to find a date that was simultaneously workable within 
other constraints. Nor did the council wish to exclude its members on the 
East and West Coasts or those with small pocketbooks (part of the reason 
the conference was held at a campground, in fact, was to keep costs to 
families low). But the only way the NHA could conduct a conference was 
to have someone volunteer to do the organizing. Largely because only one 
party had come forth to do so, the NHA returned to the same site in 1993. 

The NHA’s commitments to participatory democracy, to voluntarism, 
and to diversity are sincere ones. The organization seeks to conduct its 
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business in ways that honor the freedom of individuals to make their own 
choices and to honor the outside ideological commitments of its constitu- 
ents. But seeking to enact those ideals has some practical costs. The NHA’s 
spurning of most formal leadership roles, its hesitancy to discipline its 
members, and its efforts to make sure that “everyone” is included make it 
difficult to conduct even the most mundane aspects of organizational busi- 
ness: getting scheduled, getting started, getting a quorum, and cleaning up 
after everything else is done. 

As with the believers’ designation of things Christian, these other home 
schoolers have signposts that succinctly summarize broad differences in 
philosophy and organizational sensibility. Through the 1990s, explicit 
statements about nondiscrimination became common ways of marking 
subtler cultural territory. During my field research, for example, Illinois 
HOUSE tevised its purpose statement to read as follows: “The purpose of 
this network is to support families in exercising their right to homeschool 
regardless of age, color, creed, ethnic background, family composition, 
financial condition, gender, learning disabilities, race, religion or lack 
thereof, sexual preference, or special educational needs.”** During these 
same years, many unschoolers became fond of saying that their organiza- 
tions were “inclusive,” in contrast with many believer organizations, which 
they regarded as “exclusive” on the basis of religion. In practice, however, 
this inclusiveness does not include everyone. Over time I learned that 
those under the inclusive umbrella represent a distinct segment of the 
homeschool world: those who are comfortable participating in organiza- 
tions that actively seek diversity, and those who are uncomfortable in ex- 
pressly Christian organizations. 

This marker of diversity is paradoxical, then. Those who are inclusive 
share a fundamental ideological similarity. By acceding to the ideal of in- 
clusiveness, they also accede to a goal that excludes many believers. One 
might participate in either an inclusive movement or a Christian one, but 
as home education matured through the 1990s it became increasingly 
difficult to participate in both. 


From SENSIBILITY TO SOCIAL STRUCTURE 


When Kyron at Clonlara School talked about heaven-based and earth- 
based home schoolers, she alluded to a broad difference in how people 
think about themselves and their work. At the heart of the distinction are 
contrary ways of thinking about collective life. While the believers betray 
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a general acceptance of hierarchy, unschoolers are more skeptical of verti- 
cal social arrangements in general and are relatively more concerned than 
the believers with protecting individual autonomy. The difference shows 
up when home schoolers talk in hypothetical, abstract terms, as when 
Deirdre arranged the sugar packets, and when Mary Pride and Gregg Har- 
ris sketched out ideal family and spiritual relationships. It also shows up in 
the day-to-day choreography of movement work: in deceptively mundane 
decisions about how to arrange the chairs at a meeting, or in what words to 
use when describing new projects (remember the “skills bank”). The dif- 
ference between earth-based and heaven-based also shows up when home 
schoolers make practical decisions about how to turn their ideals into dur- 
able organizations. 

Organizing requires making decisions. What will our organization look 
like, on paper and in process? What will be its purpose? Who will it in- 
clude, and whose needs will it best serve? As these decisions get made, 
broad sensibilities about how the world is or ought to be assume a concre- 
teness that is consequential both within the new organization and beyond 
it. Inside, decisions come to be made partly on the basis of the rules. At 
organizational borders, the rules are used by outsiders to appraise an orga- 
nization’s purpose and to predict whether membership or cooperation will 
be possible. What an organization looks like on the outside can thus have 
significant consequences for how distinct parties coalesce (or not) into 
working coalitions. 

When the National Homeschool Association drafted its bylaws in the 
late 1980s, the founders worked hard to create a set of organizational rules 
that would put its democratic and egalitarian sensibilities into practice. 
The bylaws made membership open to literally anyone, gave voting rights 
to all members, and created a council with a rotating membership gov- 
erned by consensus and strict quorum rules. Once the bylaws were in 
place, they had consequences independent of the ideals that inspired them. 
The lack of a quorum at the 1993 meetings caused considerable trouble for 
the council, which discussed the problem at length. But the council mem- 
bers did not talk in broad philosophical terms about why they had a quo- 
rum rule. Instead, they talked about how the rule might be met or gotten 
around (was .625 close enough to two-thirds?), and in the end agreed to 
simply talk rather than make formal decisions. Once in place, it was the 
rule of quorum that mattered, not the democratic sensibility behind it. 

Quite literally, organizational decisions make the world. When the Na- 
tional Center for Home Education holds annual “leadership” conferences, 
it presumes that the homeschool universe is composed of leaders and 
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followers. But the conferences also help create the leaders that NCHE 
presumes exist already. What better way to make grassroots leaders than to 
have a powerful national organization anoint them with hotel reservations 
and registration badges, supply them with useful cues for making their 
support groups run efficiently, introduce them to movement elites from 
around the country, and supply them with political and legislative informa- 
tion perhaps unattainable to them in any other way? By designating a cate- 
gory called leadership, and distributing resources on the basis of that des- 
ignation, NCHE helps manufacture the personnel that it claims merely to 
serve. 

At organizational borders, practical decisions about who an organization 
says it is shape patterns of interorganizational cooperation. Illinois Chris- 
tian Home Educators has a name and a statement of faith, both of which 
tell outsiders that ICHE is up to a certain kind of business. Only those 
support groups that accede to ICHE’s statement of faith can participate in 
the network and enjoy the information flows that go along with it (remem- 
ber, for example, that ICHE sends personnel to NCHE conferences and is 
a recipient of NCHE mailings). Among home schoolers, what you say you 
are matters. It is no accident that The Teaching Home relied on ICHE, not 
HOUSE, for its regional newsletter information in the 1990s; that over 
half of the organizations supplying newsletter copy to TTH in 1994 had 
the word Christian in their names; that most of the curriculum advertise- 
ments in TTH are purchased by religious suppliers; and that Gregg Har- 
ris’s Christian Life Workshops schedule was listed in the magazine’s 
“Convention News” column. By the same token, not saying “Christian” 
can lead to crossed signals, as in the confusion Carol Ingram described 
when the lady from Illinois requested, and was denied, information from 
the nominally nonreligious NCHE. 

What organizations say they are also affects patterns of movement re- 
cruitment. Illinois Christian Home Educators maintains a phone line for 
fielding homeschooling inquiries. Callers are offered an information 
packet that represents a decidedly Christian home education. Included in 
the fat mailing are homeschool testimonials by Christian parents, a list of 
curriculum suppliers heavily weighted toward the religious market (The 
Weaver, A Beka, Christian Liberty Academy, and KONOS are listed, but 
not Clonlara School), a sample copy of The Teaching Home, a ten-dollar 
credit coupon for a TTH subscription, and a membership application to 
the Home School Legal Defense Association.” A single phone call to 
ICHE thus links the inquirer to a web of services linked by their “Chris- 
tian-ness.” By contrast, people who knock on HOUSE’s door are offered 


138 


AUTHORITY AND DIVERSITY 


admission to a different homeschool world. A visit to the HOUSE Web 
site provides guests with links to a rainbow of homeschooling organiza- 
tions that includes the Islamic Homeschool Association of North America, 
Jewish Home Educators Network, the National Association of Catholic 
Home Educators, and Latter-day Saint Home Educators’ Association, as 
well as ICHE, the Moore Foundation, and the Christian Home Educators 
Association.“ 

We can think of decisions about how to organize, then, as the construc- 
tion work through which sensibility gets turned into social structure. Deci- 
sions about how to organize embed our ideals in practical arrangements of 
persons and resources, and into rules about how to do things, that are more 
concrete and less flexible than the thinking that informed their design. 
Since the very purpose of formal organization is to render particular ideas 
and social relationships more durable, the very act of organizing precludes 
other alternatives. Perhaps the support group networks in Illinois would 
have been less polarized, for example, if HOUSE had not long ago forbid- 
den Christian groups from organizing under the HOUSE name. Perhaps 
some Christian organizations would have written less restrictive state- 
ments of faith, had their authors known that women like Lissa Foster 
(“Were Christians but not in that way”) might look elsewhere for support 
because of how those statements are worded. As it happened in Illinois and 
beyond, “inclusive,” and “Christian” have become embodied in essentially 
incompatible membership, participation, and authority rules. In the pro- 
cess, the contrary cultural tendencies in the homeschool world have be- 
come more fixed. 

Thinking about organization-building as the intermediate work that 
turns sensibility into social structure helps us more fully appreciate the 
labors of prominent activists. These men and women have done more than 
work hard. They also have thought hard: about how to talk about their 
work, how to transform philosophy into practice, and how to build a 
homeschool movement that will outlive the commitments of particular in- 
dividuals. Of course, they have not done all the thinking on their own. All 
of them have borrowed heavily from the organizational traditions that are 
most meaningful to them and with which they are most familiar: Deirdre 
Brown and her colleagues in the NHA from the progressivist organiza- 
tional forms of the 1960s and 1970s; the Edwardses, the Jeromes, and 
other believers from the organizational cornucopia of conservative Protes- 
tantism. Nevertheless, at its birth contemporary home education was 
something new under the sun—a new technology, we might say, with dis- 
tinctive personnel requirements, legal and normative impediments, and 
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ideological rationales. Thus, the task of giving this innovation sturdy orga- 
nizational form has required a good measure of inventiveness. Perhaps this 
is one reason why homeschool advocates are so often intellectuals, and why 
I ended up having such heady discussions with Robert and Martha Ed- 
wards, the Jeromes, and Deirdre Brown.*! 

Of course, builders must make their plans in a manner that is sensible to 
those whom they wish to have inhabit their cause. Constructing a home- 
school movement has required considerable organizational innovation, 
but it is innovation constrained by what potential home schoolers will find 
honorable or acceptable. As with art and food, people have distinctive or- 
ganizational tastes. Not all palates can be pleased simultaneously. It is hard 
to imagine, for example, that HOUSE parents would be very pleased with 
rules that prohibited them from breast-feeding in public, or that asked 
them to find baby-sitters for their small children in order to attend a con- 
vention. Such rules are routine, however, at the annual conferences of Illi- 
nois Christian Home Educators. Likewise, given that even the word /eader 
is taboo among them, we might expect some NHA members to become 
suspicious if their council members were to attend NCHE leadership 
conferences. And as I described in Chapter Two, parents make choices 
about support groups to match their own lifestyles and pedagogical prefer- 
ences with those of the group. Such variation in taste means that move- 
ment builders need to be sensitive to the proclivities of those they wish to 
serve. The same organizational forms will appeal more and less to different 
parties.” 

Now that the organizational architecture of home education is largely in 
place, not everyone has to think as hard, or even necessarily share the orga- 
nizational sensibilities that informed the movement’s design. Home 
schooling is easier today than it was twenty years ago. One can now simply 
join organizations that others worked years to build. And the designs of 
those organizations now have consequences, whether or not all their cur- 
rent inhabitants approve of every detail. This is an important way in which 
the movement elites who design organizations have influence far beyond 
their numbers. HOUSE is run by consensus, for example, even though in 
the course of my fieldwork more than a few members complained to me 
about the inherent inefficiency of consensus rules. 

Decisions about how to organize can be fateful over the long term, too. 
Organizations that are built with a tiered system of authority and responsi- 
bility, like NCHE, are better equipped to make hard decisions and com- 
plete complicated tasks (like national conferences) routinely. And when an 
organization explicitly names and trains “leaders,” it has a built-in means of 
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reproducing itself across generations of activists. But the NHA has no clear 
mechanism for reproducing its core; instead, it must wait for activists to 
volunteer for higher commitment and then train them on an ad hoc basis. 
At the same time, the NHAS radically democratic decision-making proce- 
dures are not infrequently an impediment to getting the work done. 
Whether the architecture of the NHA is strong enough to outlive the com- 
mitments of its core members is an open question. 


Like the NHA, HOUSE is governed by consensus, and administrative 
business is carried out by a “coordinating council” made up of regional 
representatives. Each HOUSE chapter is formally obliged to appoint a 
representative to this body, but at the September 1993 council meeting I 
attended, only seven of the state’s nine active groups had sent representa- 
tives. According to HOUSE bylaws, these absences do not impede group 
decision making, so the meeting proceeded. Other people were present as 
well: all the council delegates were women, but some had come to the 
meetings with their husbands. Deirdre Brown also was present and was 
appointed to facilitate the meeting. 

Over an hour of the meeting was taken up by a long round of introduc- 
tions. As I listened to people take their turns, I found that the fault line 
between inclusives and believers seemed to be showing up everywhere.** 

“Pm Liz Walton, from Summerville. And I am the group, basically, 
from Summerville. I am it. We’ve got a lot of Christian home schoolers in 
the area, and they’re very organized, they’ve got a lot going on. And for a 
while in our HOUSE group we had people who were Christians, who had 
that orientation, and they’ve just sort of gone into those groups. So we 
don’t really have a group down there now, but I just sort of keep going. We 
have it there as a resource for people.” 

“Tm Mia Jenkins, from the infamous Winterton HOUSE group. There 
is currently no group, no HOUSE group in Winterton.” 

“Infamous?” someone asked aloud. 

Deirdre Brown answered, apparently knowledgeable of the situation 
there. “Yes, the group disaffiliated because some people thought it was 
anti-Christian.” 

Mia Jenkins added, “I don’t know about that, but the group just sort of 
stopped happening.” 

Deirdre continued. “There were some people in that group who wanted 
it to be more of a Christian group, and because of HOUSE’s inclusion 
policy, because they didn’t want to do things that were specifically Chris- 
tian ...” She paused, thoughtful, then continued, “I mean the HOUSE 


141 


CHAPTER FOUR 


people, the non-Christians were fine with having Christians in the group, 
but the problem was there were a lot of people in the Winterton group 
who wanted to do Christian things, wanted it to be more of a Christian 
group, and so they disaffiliated and started their own group.” 

Jenkins revised Deirdre’s account. “Actually, it didn’t quite happen [that 
way], but when I got these bylaws I could tell it was just going to be like a 
time bomb. I mean once these people saw the stuff about, you know, ‘sex- 
ual preference and religion, or lack thereof,’ I knew that was just going to 
be the end of it. They wouldn’t have gone for it.” 

Deirdre seemed to accept the revised story. “Yes. I mean it’s okay, they 
wanted to do their own thing, and that’s all right, but they couldn’t do their 
own particular thing and call it a HOUSE group, so they ceased to be 
HOUSE. And so there are a lot of home schoolers in Winterton, but 
there’s no HOUSE group there.” 

The introductions continued: women from several other towns talked a 
bit about their groups. Then a woman from Mayland spoke: 

“There currently is no HOUSE group in Mayland. There was a group 
of home schoolers [there], but it’s now run as a Christian group, so there 
is no HOUSE group per se. But we still keep going. I keep going with it 
and [knowing] that others will, you know, come in time.” 

Those signposts—Christian, inclusive, secular, diverse—were coming to 
mark an increasingly consequential divide. Very soon, as home schoolers 
ascended to a new level of national visibility, that division would prove 


fateful. 
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Politics 


In 1993, the following classified ads appeared in an issue of Home Education 
Magazine: 


HOUSE FOR LEASE on organic wilderness. ... We homeschool our 
children (6% and 4) and would like to share farm activities/chores with 
another homeschooling family. You can even further develop one of the 
following cottage industries: market garden edible landscape nursery per- 
maculture; goat dairy cheese; natural colored wool-fiber artist; timber 
thinning-milling; guest cottages. Please send SASE to... 


Enlightened, intelligent, alternative-minded young woman needed. Mid- 
wife and homeschooling mother of four daughters, ages 32-11, and their 
father, are searching for the right person to join our family to assist in child 


care, housekeeping, and educating.... Nice home on quiet river in the 
woods. Primarily vegetarian health foods diet. . .. Write soon and tell us all 
about you. ... 


National Homeschool Association advocates individual choice and free- 
dom in education, serves those families who homeschool, and informs the 
general public about home education. Write for a free copy of the NHA 


newsletter... .! 


Home Education Magazine (HEM) does for many unschooling types what 
The Teaching Home does for believers. Like TTH a bimonthly with a na- 
tional circulation, HEM provides a public forum for the exchange of 
homeschooling information and lends a public face to the inclusive side of 
the movement. A large letters section in every issue enables readers from 
across the country to swap wisdom, and a “News Watch” column summa- 
rizes articles in the popular press to keep readers up-to-date on what the 
rest of the world is writing about home education. 

Another HEM column, “Taking Charge,” serves as a sort of ongoing 
instruction manual in homeschooling activism. In it, Wisconsin advocates 
Larry and Susan Kaseman analyze the changing face of homeschool poli- 
tics and provide advice about how their readers should seek to ensure their 
homeschool freedoms. One column published in the winter of 1993, for 
example, was titled “A Manageable Approach to Political Action for 
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Homeschooling.” Trailing over five pages, the column suggested that 
home schoolers make personal visits to their state legislators and attend 
local school board meetings as ways of maintaining the legitimacy of home 
schooling in the public eye. If each home schooler were to devote “perhaps 
15 hours” to activism, the Kasemans pleaded, “we would be that much 
closer to ... convincing people that homeschooling is one acceptable al- 
ternative among many as a way of raising children.” 

As part of their manageable approach to political action, the Kasemans’ 
column encouraged readers to participate in “statewide inclusive grass- 
roots homeschooling organizations.” Just what they meant by inclusive was 
described in some detail. 


Such organizations believe that each family must make its own deci- 
sions about curriculum, approach to education, personal beliefs, lifestyle, 
etc.... Such organizations are usually careful not to take direction from 
people and/or organizations outside the state ... [since] such outsiders 
may use and direct state organizations for outsiders’ own goals and in ways 
that are not in the best interest of the members and the homeschooling 
community. 


To help readers find their way to inclusive groups, the Kasemans added 
that “a list of such organizations may be found in this magazine.” 

Sure enough, HEM had devoted two pages near the back of the issue to 
names and addresses of homeschool organizations across the country. The 
listing featured entries for organizations in thirty-nine states. Readers 
could be assured of the inclusive character of the organizations by reading 
the editorial note printed at the top of the listings: 


One of the most frequent requests we receive is from parents searching for 
“a good local support group.” Most people indicate that they are seeking a 
group which welcomes all homeschoolers, regardless of religious, philo- 
sophical, or educational preferences. Unfortunately, in recent years some 
groups have required adherence to a religious statement of faith as a prereq- 
uisite for membership or for holding office within the group.... The 
groups listed below welcome a broad spectrum of homeschooling families. 
We will not list exclusivist or closed groups. 


As with the directory published in The Teaching Home, HEM’s listings rep- 
resented only a select portion of organizations serving home schoolers at 
the grass roots. What differed were the selection criteria. 

By the early 1990s, home schoolers were divided into two quite different 
movement worlds. They read different publications, attended different 
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support groups, and heeded different kinds of advice about how to act 
politically. Ultimately, the difference meant that a relatively small and ho- 
mogeneous group of people would orchestrate public opinion on the 
movement and shape the political climate for home education. 


A LINE IN THE SAND 


The May-June 1991 issue of HEM included a special section titled 
“Homeschooling Freedoms at Risk.” The feature carried two polemical 
articles, one written by HEM editors Mark and Helen Hegener, the other 
by “Taking Charge” columnist Larry Kaseman. Also included were several 
letters from home schoolers around the country, two strident essays, and 
excerpts from homeschool bulletin boards on the Internet.* The Hegeners 
thought the feature so significant that they made reprints of it available at 
cost to home schoolers across the country. I first saw the feature at a 
HOUSE meeting, where Deirdre Brown presented copies of it to the 
group for free. 

The articles warned that some Christian leaders were inaccurately, and 
unjustly, attempting to speak for the homeschool movement as a whole. “A 
view of homeschooling has been actively promoted which advances the 
notion that there is only one way to homeschool, and which ties that one 
way to an extremely narrow range of social and political support,” the He- 
geners wrote. “A sense of community has been lost and our homeschooling 
freedoms are being threatened.” 

The Hegeners outlined a scenario in which a handful of Christian lead- 
ers were assuming definitional control of the entire movement: “The 
problem is a small group of individuals, their organizations, and their asso- 
ciates, whose actions have resulted in dividing the homeschool commu- 
nity, breaking down networks of support and communication, and artifi- 
cially imposing an exclusive hierarchical order.” The Hegeners named 
names: Michael Farris, president of the Home School Legal Defense Asso- 
ciation; The Teaching Home publisher, Sue Welch; Gregg Harris of Chris- 
tian Life Workshops; and homeschool researcher Brian Ray were listed as 
core activists dedicated to building a distinctively Christian home educa- 
tion. Others were indicted, too. HSLDA attorney Chris Klicka, advocate 
Sharon Grimes, Mary Pride, and “dozens of local and state leaders” were 
among those who “directly and indirectly provide support for the centrali- 
zation of power and control” in the homeschool movement. The authors 
saved their most potent venom for Michael Farris. They alleged that he 
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had “repeatedly tried to position himself as the preeminent spokesperson 
for the homeschool community,” even while the legal acumen of Farris 
and his organization was, as far as the Hegeners were concerned, suspect. 
The tonic to such illegitimate authority was to raise a multitude of individ- 
ual voices. “To maintain our freedoms,” they wrote, “each and every one 
of us has to be able to define our own positions, assume our own responsi- 
bilities, and make our own decisions based on personal beliefs. We can 
accept no less.” The Hegeners also were suspicious of Farris’s organiza- 
tion, HSLDA: “Legalistic arguments and professional hat tricks will not 
gain us any greater degree of homeschooling freedom. We need to rely 
instead on the kind of good old fashioned wisdom and sound judgment 
that we can gain from our own experience.” 

The Hegeners bulwarked their accusations by surrounding the article 
with other voices. Linda Winkelreid-Dobson likened the Christian 
homeschool “experts” in question to “bitter pills’—expensive, hard to 
swallow, and not very effective besides. 


Think about it. You’re a new homeschooler and you hear of a workshop 
within traveling distance. You gladly dig into your pocket and plop down 
money to hear what the “expert” has to say. He says you must spend thou- 
sands of dollars for a proper home education. You believe him. And he just 
happens to have thousands of dollars worth of material to sell you. 


Essay by essay and letter by letter, the special issue of HEM offered a bald 
critique of the other side of the movement. The believers were after au- 
thority and control, while the inclusives wanted democracy. The believers 
were interested in making money and centralizing power, the inclusives in 
grassroots empowerment. HSLDA pursued legal protection for the move- 
ment as jacket-and-tie attorneys and often fumbled; other people went to 
court as just plain folks and usually won. Distributed nationally through 
the magazine’s subscription base, and through the more informal networks 
that carried offprints and gossip, “Homeschooling Freedoms at Risk” 
prodded home schoolers within earshot of HEM to question the believers’ 
intentions. 

The HEM feature framed the believers’ exclusivism as a newly potent 
threat to the cohesiveness of the homeschool movement. The efforts of a 
small Christian elite to control the movement undermined what the He- 
geners called “the homeschooling community,” an inclusive, if perhaps 
imaginary, coalition of everyone who homeschooled. Larry Kaseman reit- 
erated the idea of a unified homeschool movement in his article for the 
HEM feature when he wrote: “In order to maximize our strength, we must 
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work for unity (but not uniformity) among homeschoolers. To be the most 
effective we can be in protecting our freedoms, we must focus on the one 
thing that homeschoolers agree about: the freedom of a parent to choose 
an education for his child consistent with his principles and beliefs.” But 
while home schoolers might have agreed on some core rationales for their 
cause, the differences between them were many and subtle. Merely re- 
minding home schoolers that they agreed on some things would prove to 
be insufficient glue for people who often thought of themselves as 
essentially different from one another, and engaged in essentially different 
projects. 

Even as early as 1991, homeschoolers had gone a long way toward build- 
ing their variant ways of thinking into the structure of the homeschool 
world. Many local support groups were by then expressly “Christian” or 
nonsectarian; regional associations like ICHE and HOUSE already were 
organized differently and had different kinds of people at their helms. And 
believer advocates like Farris, Welch, and Harris already had been working 
in tandem with one another for years. Over those years they had developed 
a vision for what a decidedly Christian home education ought to look like, 
and they had created an organizational apparatus for making that vision a 
reality (in other words, the Hegeners’ accusation that believer leaders were 
acting corporately was correct; whether that corporatism was godly or pro- 
fane depended on who one asked). Of course, the inclusives had built an 
organizational system, too, but it was a considerably smaller, less central- 
ized, and less well coordinated operation. 

Once this organizational system had been built, it had profound effects 
on the amounts and kinds of cooperation that were subsequently possible 
within the cause. The Kasemans were correct: believers and inclusives did 
agree on certain issues of individual freedom and parental rights. But by 
1991 two things mattered at least as much. First, by the time the HEM 
feature was published, home schoolers were living in an organizational 
edifice that tended to divide them in two. You heard different news, met 
different kinds of people, and had access to different services depending on 
where you lived in that edifice. Your perception of the movement as a 
whole was shaped largely by the people you knew and by the organizations 
that met your immediate needs. Those who disagreed with your basic vi- 
sion of things were easy to disregard, or demonize, because you didn’t 
know or rely on them in any consequential way. Homeschool history 
demonstrates how a movement's organizational system can separate peo- 
ple, information, and resource flows in ways that exacerbate ideological 
differences. 
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Second, the construction of a organizational system means that other 
kinds of self-interest become embedded in a cause. By 1991 it wasn’t just 
about philosophy anymore. At stake were questions about who would get 
to speak for home schoolers nationally, who would get the glory for the 
movement's precocious growth, who would be able to make a decent in- 
come by selling homeschool products and information, and whose vision 
of home schooling would make history. This is why the Hegeners and 
their colleagues were so angry. The homeschool house had largely been 
built, and the inclusives were finding themselves relegated to a minor wing. 


Tue Great DIVIDE 


One evening in the winter of 1992, Cheryl Marcus invited me to her home 
to introduce me to her great passion, the Internet. Cheryl had been active 
in computer chat groups for some time; still an utter Internet novice my- 
self, I was eager to learn from her what “on-line” really felt like. In the 
party room that night were Ruth Hawes, a mother in ‘Tennessee; Gayle 
Smart, a home schooler in Chicago; Cheryl; and myself. In the middle of 
our conversation the topic meandered to “stereotypes” about home educa- 
tors. The exchange was peppered with gs—cyber grins. 


(Ruth) I do wonder if the stereotype of homeschoolers doesn’t make some 
homeschoolers wary of becoming involved with groups? 

(Gayle) What stereotype, Ruth? 

(Ruth) Cover of the Teaching Home stereotypes. 


(Ruth) And yes I do know quite a few folks who closely fit the stereotype. 
(Cheryl) Oh, you mean like me (g). Excuse me while I get my apron and take 
my home-baked cookies out of the oven. 

Lad 

(Ruth) Actually I think there are two stereotypes. The other one is the cover 
of the Rolling Stone (in the old days) type. 

(Cheryl) Gayle which cover would you prefer (g)? 

(Ruth) I really must get THAT approved cookie recipe from you someday. 
(G) 

(Ruth) Which cover? Well, I sure wish I had a home as clean and neat as 
those on TH... 


When they spoke of the “cover of the Teaching Home,” Ruth, Gayle, and 
Cheryl were referring to the families featured on each cover of the believ- 
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ers’ flagship magazine. Typically pictured in orderly living rooms or well- 
tended yards, these families invariably address the camera with smiling 
faces. The stereotypes invoked on the Internet that night indicated how 
their users understood some of the differences between home schoolers. 
The believers bake cookies, keep spotless houses, and get approval for 
much of what they do. The inclusives are freer spirits and social renegades 
with one foot in the counterculture. 

The believers also understand that their ways of life are often different 
from those of many inclusives. One evening I told the Edwardses that I had 
become particularly interested in the different ways home schoolers go 
about organizing themselves. I said it seemed to me that the Christians 
tended to run different kinds of households and organizations than the 
secular groups did. 

“Oh yes, so different. So different,” Martha responded. She continued 
by talking about when she and Robert first investigated home schooling by 
attending early HOUSE meetings. “I remember from our days in the 
HOUSE group, you know, this idea of children as good and virtuous in 
themselves, and what children needed was the space, and the freedom to 
develop on their own, so that they would flower on their own if only the 
parent would let them. . . . And that’s just so unlike how we think about it.” 

Robert speculated that the non-Christians’ support groups might be run 
differently, too. “I imagine there are differences between the Christian and 
the secular groups, too. You [Mitchell] would know more about this prob- 
ably, because of your work with HOUSE and you’ve been to Holt Associ- 
ates [Holt’s organization in Cambridge], but I would guess that the secular 
groups are really mostly women’s groups. By that I don’t mean ‘feminist,’ 
but kind of run by women.” 

I concurred. “Yes, I think that’s right. In fact, I write about those groups, 
that wing of the movement, as being a women’s movement in the sense you 
just described. Not a feminist movement, but run mostly by the work of 
women.” 

“That's interesting,” Martha added, “because we really do draw on the 
men in our families. That’s really been happening more lately, that the 
men are getting much more involved in home education.” 

We went on for a while like this, exchanging insights about how the 
Christians and the “non-Christians” get their household and movement 
work done. At one point I forwarded a question I had long been wrestling 
with myself: “I’m wondering if you can help me think something through. 
I’ve been interested in how home schooling really grows from different 
traditions, with different philosophies, and I’m wondering if it makes sense 
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to think about there being one home education, one movement, or really 
two movements.” From the brief pause that followed, I got the indication 
that the Edwardses weren’t sure how to respond. Perhaps they hadn’t 
thought about home schoolers in this way. But they seemed to think it was 
an issue at least worth considering. 

Martha replied by referring to apparently essential differences between 
home schoolers. 


Well, I see what you're saying, and you're right that there are people who are 
homeschooling who think so very differently about it. I mean we see home 
education really as a part of something else, it’s a part of a whole commit- 
ment to something, to our lives as Christians. And that’s what gives us the 
strength to continue home schooling despite all of the challenges. It’s the 
Lord who gives us the strength to do it. And I think that those people who 
are doing it who are not Christians must be special kinds of people, there 
must be something inside of them that gives them the motivation to do 
this—if they don’t have the faith that we have that gives us our strength. 


The difference between the two camps may be partly philosophical and 
partly organizational, but at least for Martha it also has to do with a deeper 
distinction: between those who take their strength from the Lord and 
those who seem to take it from themselves. 

There was another question I wanted to ask the Edwardses, but I was 
unsure how to go about it. I had many indications that inclusives were 
critical of believers. Did parallel criticisms run in the other direction? 

Martha responded, “Well the thing is we just don’t hear about them 
very often, don’t see them very often. You know we’re active in our groups 
and relationships, and we don’t really have much contact with them. I 
mean, I know those groups are out there, . . . but to be honest we just don’t 
hear about them much.” 

Robert added, “And you know I think as the movement has grown, it’s 
our understanding that by and large most of the people who are home- 
schooling are Christians. And these other groups are there and they’ve 
been there from the beginning, but they’re really the minority, so it would 
sort of make sense that we would hear less about them.” What survey data 
were available at the time indicated that Robert was correct: Christians 
were the majority of home educators in America. Perhaps part of the rea- 
son the inclusives were resentful was because, at least numerically, they 
were a marginal portion of the cause.° 

The dimensions of difference between home schoolers were many, 
then, and they ran deep. People had known this for years, of course, and 
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had long understood that there were limits on what issues might bring 
home schoolers of every stripe together. Some success at unifying home 
educators across philosophical and organizational divides had been 
achieved in the past—in Illinois most notably through the Ad Hoc Com- 
mittee for Illinois Home Education Legal and Legislative Matters, a 
watchdog group that, from the beginning, had been made up of a plurality 
of home schoolers.” As time went on, however, being active in the home- 
school movement increasingly required either-or decisions—or having 
them made for you. 

A chance conversation at the 1993 NHA conference helped me under- 
stand the nature of such choices.* A contra dance was held on the first 
evening of the weekend, but, weary from my five-hour drive, I had left the 
party early. The path from the dance to the main campground was un- 
lighted. As I walked the path, two dots of light whirled ahead of me in the 
distance. Giggles and voices indicated that the bearers of the beams were 
children. 

“Don’t shoot!” I said, holding up my hands in mock surrender. 

“Give us your money!” a woman’s voice said. 

“Take everything I’ve got!” I replied. By now we were close enough that 
our faces could be seen in each other’s beams. 

It was Nichole Thompson, a mother I recognized from a HOUSE 
camping trip the previous month. Although she had been instrumental in 
organizing that event, I had never spoken with her at length. She lived far 
downstate from my home in Chicago, and when I had met her earlier, I 
had thought her reluctant to talk with me. That evening, though, we 
warmed to each other. She inquired about my work: whether I had chosen 
a title yet and what the focus of my project was. 

“Well, Pve found I’m very interested in the differences between the 
different kinds of home schoolers, the . . .” What words to use? “The ex- 
clusives and the inclusives,” I settled on the local vernacular. “It seems to 
me that the differences go real far.” 

“Have you had any luck being able to talk to them?” she asked. 

“Well, I started learning about home schooling with the Christian 
groups. Then I found HOUSE. But I’ve had good luck with the Christian 
groups, too.” 

She popped back, “They’ve gotten a lot more radical in the past few 
years. That’s the way it seems to me at least.” 

“How do you mean?” 

“Well, there’s a lot more issues they’re pulling into it. Like in my group, 
I’m part of a Christian group in [my city], and when I started years ago 
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there were, there was a Muslim family, and a couple of pagan families, and 
a Jewish family. Now we’re the only non-Christian family in the group. It’s 
a good group, we get a lot out of it. But in recent years they’ve added a lot 
more things to the agenda. It’s not just about home schooling. ... I re- 
member I went to one of those Gregg Harris seminars, and halfway 
through the first meeting they were handing out little pairs of feet.” She 
was referring to lapel pins worn by many pro-life activists. The pins depict 
two tiny footprints, ostensibly those of an unborn child. “I was so angry, I 
wrote to him [Harris], and I said I don’t see what this has to do with home 
schooling, and I want my money back. And they sent my money back.” 

“Oh, he did...” 

“Yeah. I mean, we’re ‘Taoists, and so I don’t have any problem with 
Christianity really. I don’t mind singing “This Little Light of Mine;’ I 
don’t mind Bible verses. I figure it’s part of the world, and so the more my 
children know, the more they’re exposed to, the better off they’ll be. Be- 
cause they'll learn to understand differences and tolerate differences.” 

“Sure, sure,” I concurred. Nichole continued by talking again about the 
Christian group, called Chateau, that she was a part of back home. 

“They [Chateau] do have a statement of faith. But the way it’s worked 
out, the group started a long time ago, about fifteen years ago, and at that 
time it was Christian but they were originally interested in supporting 
home schooling, so they wrote into their bylaws that anyone could join. 
Although they do also stipulate that a person cannot hold office in the 
group unless they are a Christian, so it’s the one group I’m a part of that I 
feel I can legitimately not make that kind of contribution to.” 

As we made our way down the hill, Nichole continued talking, this time 
about a different Christian support group in her hometown. “But there’s 
another group in town, CANDO, they have a statement of faith and they 
really enforce it. The first meeting I went to I read the bylaws and [one] 
bylaw ... said you had to be a Christian. They were going through the 
bylaws in the meeting, it said you had to sign the statement or believe the 
statement to be a member, and down under another of the bylaws it said 
that the bylaw about being a Christian could never be changed.” 

“Uh-huh.” 

“And so I said, I asked if this was true, if you had to be a Christian, and 
the women smiled and said ‘yes,’ and so I left. I said, ‘I guess this group 
isn’t for me.’ And apparently I left three of the women in tears. But I just 
thought, well it’s not me. You’re the ones who said it. That there’s nothing 
I can do about that.” 
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There is a third homeschool organization in Nichole’s hometown, a 
HOUSE-affiliated group, in which she also participates. “I go to the one 
group, Chateau, and I have HOUSE too.” 

“You said you stay with the one group, Chateau, because it’s a good 
group for you. Can you tell me what you mean by that? I mean I think I 
know, but could you say a little more?” Saying this, I felt like the world’s 
most wooden ethnographer. Nichole obliged me nevertheless. 

“Well, it’s a big group. And they’re very active, so some things are just 
easier. Like my tapes. They’re from the educational TV station in town, 
and Chateau has access to it. I can get the videotapes through Chateau. 
With Chateau I can buy the tapes for sixteen dollars, but with HOUSE the 
same tape is twenty-seven dollars. And with [the local performing arts cen- 
ter] tickets, I can get those through Chateau. We’ve been trying to get the 
ticket option with HOUSE, but with Chateau we can get them early and 
I just am not as sure with HOUSE.” 

Nichole recounted what happened when she brought up the issue of arts 
center tickets to HOUSE. “I said to the group, don’t you think we should 
have a contract with the arts center, some sort of guarantee, have a contract 
that says we promise to buy tickets? But it’s been a problem because there 
are some people in the group who don’t want to have any policy, they don’t 
want to have any policy at all, so it’s been hard.” 

“Any policy?” I queried, not quite understanding. 

“Well, yeah, they don’t want to have any structure, any structure at all,” 
she emphasized, “nothing formal. There are two people in the group who 
feel that way. Well now one of them, the most vocal one, is gone now, so 
maybe it will be less of a problem. But this one person was against any 
structure, anything formal at all. I mean, he didn’t even want to have topics 
for the meetings, you know, where you decide what you’re going to talk 
about beforehand. He didn’t even want that much structure. He wanted it 
to be totally free-form, and it’s hard to do things when it’s done that way. 
I mean with consensus, and that everything has to be agreed upon.” 

The three support groups in Nichole’s town have different participation 
rules. This both constrains her choices and forces her to make some. 
CANDO ’s Christian statement of faith means that Nichole cannot in good 
conscience be a member of that group. Chateau welcomes her even though 
she is not a Christian, but participating in that group means that Nichole 
must accept the fact that there are more things on the agenda of the organi- 
zation than she might prefer. She is welcome to participate in HOUSE, 
but that group is small, has fewer benefits for her, and apparently is 
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stymied by organizational limitations. Ultimately, then, Nichole is obliged 
to fit her identity and her desires into an organizational landscape not en- 
tirely of her own making. 

Other home schoolers face similar dilemmas. In 1989, Laura Witkowski 
and her husband, Allen, talked with me at length about the relationship 
between their Christian faith and their decision to homeschool their four 
children. Dedicated Christians and also academics, they had moved to the 
Chicago area when Allen accepted a job at a local college. Four years later, 
when I bumped into Laura at an ICHE state conference, she confided that 
she had come to feel “kind of out of place” in the Christian support group 
she attended, and she was not sure where she might go to feel more at 
home. She said that she missed the relative ecumenism of a support group 
they had left behind in a large southern university town, and she hadn’t 
found a group near her new home that felt the same.” 

People bumped into the division in the homeschool world beyond their 
support groups as well. One evening in the fall of 1993, I gave Cheryl 
Marcus a ride to the HOUSE meeting that we both attended regularly. On 
the way I told her that I was planning a trip to visit HSLDA’s headquarters 
in Virginia. “That should be interesting,” she said with a clear note of 
sarcasm. I asked what she meant.!” 

“I feel like Pm becoming infamous with HSLDA, and I’ve never even 
met these people.” 

“What are you talking about?” 

“Td heard that HSLDA does this series of communications about break- 
ing legal news. You know, stuff that’s happening right now, and they send 
out fax alerts to people, to group leaders and newsletter editors, to get the 
information out, and they send out information about legal issues. And I 
thought it would be good to send that information out over the computer 
networks. So I called and asked about receiving it.” Cheryl told me she had 
spoken with Carol Ingram at NCHE. “I told her what I was doing and why 
I wanted the information. I told her it would be a good way to, you know, 
get the information out. And she basically gave me the runaround.” 

“The runaround?” I asked. 

“We talked about it, and she said she would have to get back to me, and 
then she called me back and said that she wouldn’t be able to give me the 
information.” 

“Why not?” 

“Well, I asked her why not, and first she said, ‘It’s very expensive to send 
the information out, and so they only send it to statewide networks.’ And 
I said, ‘HOUSE is a statewide network.’ ‘Well, it would have to be to a 
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named officer,’ she said. And I told her that I was a named officer. And then 
she said it was still a problem because HSLDA wouldn’t be able to ‘con- 
trol’ how the information was used.” 

“Tsee...” 

“And that really made me mad. Those two words, ‘information’ and 
‘control.’ I mean as far as I’m concerned the information should be free, it 
should be available to everyone. And you know she said something about 
wanting to make sure that there wouldn’t end up being misinformation, 
legal misinformation. And I mean, I don’t know, that’s just the way it is. 
You share information, and you really can’t determine, you’re not respon- 
sible for if it gets interpreted properly. But the information should be free. 
And I thought, you know, how do they ‘control’ the information with the 
people they do send the information to?” 

A few minutes later Cheryl summarized her consternation: “It just seems 
to me that one of the best things home schooling has had going for it is its 
unity. Maybe I just want to go back to the good old days, but it’s just that 
I think home schooling is what unites us—our common interests as home 
schoolers. We went a long way with that. And now I think that groups like 
HSLDA are just shooting home schooling in the foot, trying to divide us 


” 


up. 

Just who was doing the divvying was difficult to determine, however. 
For Cheryl the cause of the disunity was the believers’ exclusiveness. But 
hadn’t the HEM articles been one of the first public efforts to name names, 
to lay blame? Wasn’t it also the case that the inclusives’ ideal of diversity 
encouraged people to go their own way? Weren’t home schoolers like 
Robert and Martha perfectly free to leave HOUSE groups and organize 
their own support groups however they chose? Taking a few steps back 
from any one opinion made me skeptical about laying blame for the 
divisions. They were not just among individuals. They were cultural di- 
vides. And some of them had been given consequential organizational 
expression. 

Reputations were dividing up, too. At the January 1993 meeting of a 
HOUSE support group, a couple who attended regularly brought news of 
troubles with their county’s school district. The mother related the story: 
“Our school district office is sending out a form for home schoolers to fill 
out, they say they want to make sure that children are receiving the right 
instruction. .. . We heard that there’s one family in the county that they’ve 
brought in, that they’re taking to court. And so we’re certainly keeping an 
eye on that.”!! 

Others in the room said that they also had heard this rumor. 
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The woman continued, “And we’ve learned that if there’s legal trouble, 
there’s an organization called . . .” She searched in her notes for the piece 
of paper on which she had written a name. She continued, reading, “. . . the 
Home School Legal Defense Association.” 

I could almost hear hisses in the room. The responses came so quickly, 
from so many different people, that I found it impossible to connect com- 
ments to specific people in my field notes. 

“You don’t need help from them. Home schooling is perfectly legal in 
Illinois.” 

“School districts will say you need to do this and that, but that’s because 
they don’t know the law.” 

“HSLDA is a business. They’re selling services. But you don’t need 
them. They’re lawyers, they’re a group of lawyers who have decided to 
work on home schooling, and so they’re selling their services to people. 
They try to push their services even when you don’t need them.” 

“They’re expensive. They charge a hundred dollars a year, and you 
don’t need them.” 

The mother responded, “Well, actually, if you’re a member of a group 
it’s eighty-five dollars. It’s only eighty-five dollars.” Apparently she had 
heard of HSLDA’s discounts for members of certain support groups. 

“But you don’t need their services,” another detractor responded. “And 
there are other things about HSLDA that people should know. . . . They 
give you misinformation. They tell you that you have to register with the 
school district and they make you have a curriculum.” 

“They’re /awyers, and lawyers need laws to do their work, so they’re 
pro-regulation.” 

Lawyers. The dirty-word inflection of the term was in use that evening: 
lawyers trying to drum up business, motivated only by money, and, per- 
haps most damning, giving out faulty advice. Among the members of this 
HOUSE group, at least, the legitimacy of HSLDA was close to nil. 

Others would continue to be impressed with HSLDA. In the years be- 
tween my first two interviews with them, Robert and Martha Edwards had 
moved into leadership positions at the state level. In 1993, I had seen 
Robert address an audience of two thousand people at ICHE’s annual state 
convention. There he had welcomed the assembled as a named officer on 
ICHE’s state board. As per ICHE policy, Robert and his wife had been 
invited by ICHE’s standing board members to join this highest tier of 
leadership among the believers in Illinois. 

By virtue of Robert and Martha’s ICHE Board membership, ICHE had 
paid their way to some of the national leadership conferences sponsored 
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annually by HSLDA/NCHE. Although they had missed the 1993 confer- 
ence in Williamsburg, Robert and Martha had attended the 1992 and 1994 
events, and were quite enthusiastic about NCHE’s efforts. As Robert de- 
scribed it, “At the national conference, the leadership conference every 
year, we’ll get information about what’s happening in Washington, things 
that are occurring at the national level that we ought to be informed of. 
The people at the National Center, really see it as their job to keep us 
informed about what’s going on at that level.” 

“So information comes down to you through the conferences ...” I 
queried. 

“Through the conferences, and they’ll send things to the state organiza- 
tions, too.” 

Martha interjected, “It seems like we’re always getting information from 
somewhere, about news really from around the country. It’s pretty remark- 
able to me that God has raised up people to fill those needs, to keep us 
informed of things.” She got up to find some examples of recent mailings 
they had received. 

I said to Robert, “Yes, it just seems to me that the movement is really 
well organized.” By “the movement” I meant the believers’ cause, the one 
that Robert and Martha had helped to build. 

“Yes, I think that’s true. With the phone trees in each state we can really 
reach a large number of people very quickly. That’s part of the reason they 
send this information to leaders, so we can get the word out.”!? The phone 
trees Robert referred to were the grassroots telephone networks actively 
encouraged and supported by HSLDA/NCHE. Under the system, 
HSLDA/NCHE was able to distribute political and lobbying information 
to designated regional leaders across the nation. Regional leaders were 
charged with disseminating the information to the grassroots. The system 
made it possible for HSLDA/NCHE to coordinate the lobbying efforts of 
thousands of home schoolers across the country with considerable 
efficiency. 


On Capito HILL 


In the winter of 1994, the U.S. House of Representatives considered pas- 
sage of H.R. 6, a $12.7 billion reappropriation of the Elementary and Sec- 
ondary Education Act (ESEA). The act had been consistently re-funded 
since its inception as part of Lyndon Johnson’s War on Poverty program; 
the 1994 appropriation included funds for teacher training, school facili- 
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ties enhancement, art education projects, and a parental literacy program 
among its many provisions. The Clinton administration hoped that H.R. 
6 would make history by distributing federal education dollars to schools 
largely on the basis of local poverty levels. That hope died, despite the 
bill’s eventual passage, when many representatives realized the administra- 
tion’s allocation formula would sap money from their home districts. But 
the course of the legislation proved to be a significant milestone in the 
history of the homeschool movement. Controversy over a single 
amendment to the bill deepened the wedge between home schoolers and 
demonstrated to Congress the believers’ ability for effective political 
mobilization. 

In early February, California Democrat George Miller counted a minor 
victory when his amendment to H.R. 6 was approved by a House Educa- 
tion and Labor subcommittee. Miller’s amendment stipulated that states 
would be required to demonstrate that all their teachers were formally 
certified in their assigned subject areas to receive funds under some H.R. 
6 provisions. Written in a single sentence under Section 2124 (e) of H.R. 
6, the original Miller amendment read: 


ASSURANCE.—Each State applying for funds under this title shall provide the 
Secretary with the assurance that after July 1, 1998, it will require each local 
educational agency within the State to certify that each full time teacher in 
schools under the jurisdiction of the agency is certified to teach in the subject 
area to which he or she is assigned. 


The full committee also approved the amendment with little dissent on 
February 8, though members also approved a clarifying amendment by 
Richard Armey, the Texas Republican, that states could use “alternative” 
certification procedures. 

Such was the status of the amendment until the following week, when a 
home schooler in New Jersey called Armey’s office to ask if Miller’s 
amendment might require homeschooling parents to be formally certified. 
In response to the inquiry, an Armey aide called HSLDA to inquire about 
the potential impact of the amendment for home schoolers." 

A prominent Republican congressman long active in party politics, 
Armey had endorsed the bid of Michael Farris, HSLDA’ president, for 
the Virginia lieutenant governorship the previous year. Farris had lost the 
seat in the general election but had made national headlines when his sup- 
porters swarmed the state’s 1993 GOP convention earlier that year to 
nominate him. The Farris nomination campaign had made the state con- 
vention one of the largest in U.S. history. Farris was a highly visible figure 
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in GOP politics by the middle of the decade, largely through the grass- 
roots efforts of Christian home schoolers. It was little surprise, then, that 
when Armey’s office had a question about home education, it turned to 
Farris’s office, despite the fact that other national homeschool organiza- 
tions would have been available to field the call. The National Home- 
school Association, Holt Associates, and Clonlara School were visible 
movement players that also had the expertise to inform Armey’s staffers. 
But their greater service to the inclusives rather than the believers arguably 
put them further afield from Armey’s political frame of reference.'* 

The call to HSLDA proved more consequential than Armey might have 
imagined. The day it was received, Farris met with his legal staff to deter- 
mine the potential impact of the amendment on home schoolers. HSLDA 
concluded that Miller’s teacher certification assurance might enable some 
states and school districts to require that homeschool parents be formally 
certified. Their reasoning was based on the definitions of “elementary 
school” and “secondary school” in H.R. 6: 


The term “elementary school” means a nonprofit day or residential school 
that provides elementary education, as determined under State law. 


The term “secondary school” means a nonprofit day or residential school 
that provides secondary education, as determined under State law, except 
that it does not include any education beyond grade 12. 


The problem, HSLDA attorneys concluded, was that many states claimed 
at least some jurisdiction over private school and homeschool programs. 
Since home schools were both “nonprofit” and “residential,” this reason- 
ing went, some state and district officials might be technically empowered 
to require teacher certification for home schools. 

Later that day HSLDA learned that an effort by Armey to exclude home 
schoolers from the terms of H.R. 6 had failed in committee. Armey had 
offered an amendment to exclude both home schools and private schools 
from federal oversight via H.R. 6 provisions. The proposal failed because 
some committee members suspected that it might inhibit private schools 
that wanted them from receiving federal funds. Hearing this, Farris called 
Miller’s offices to inquire if the wording of Miller’s assurance might be 
changed to explicitly exclude home schoolers. Farris was told that the con- 
gressman believed the change unnecessary, since the legislation had not 
been intended to regulate home schools in the first place. It was then that 
HSLDA activated what proved to be a remarkable lobbying machine. 

On February 15, 1994, HSLDA sent an “urgent alert” through its fax 
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network. The message framed the Miller amendment as a fundamental 
threat to homeschool freedoms. Posted from “Michael P. Farris, Esq.,” the 
fax alert warned readers that H.R. 6 “contains a provision which may be 
interpreted to require all home school parents to be certified teachers .. . 
an effective ban on home education for more than 99% of home school- 
ers.” To a constituency long skeptical of state education authorities, the 
alert was like a match to kindling. The inflammatory tone of the fax hur- 
ried the spark along: “We are in a crisis mode. ... Call, fax, or send an 
overnight letter to your Congressman immediately.”!° The rationale for 
immediate action was the congressional calendar: “H.R. 6 will come before 
the House of Representatives for a vote on February 24,” the fax warned. 
By the evening of February 16, letters with a similar message had been sent 
also to all of HSLDA’s thirty-eight thousand members. Branching beyond 
its own mailing lists, HSLDA began courting the support of neighboring 
organizations. In a matter of days the giant Illinois-based correspondence 
school Christian Liberty Academy and The Teaching Home magazine were 
disseminating the news over their mailing lists as well. 

In addition to the fax and mail blitz, HSLDA lobbyists also assembled 
sixty homeschool volunteers in the Washington area to make personal vis- 
its to the office of every representative on the Hill. Volunteers were briefed 
about H.R. 6, especially its teacher certification amendment, and in- 
structed to provide each representative’s office with HSLDA’s position 
statements on the issue. According to HSLDA reports, all 435 congress- 
men’s offices had been visited by midafternoon, February 17th. 

As it happened, the council of the inclusives’ National Homeschool As- 
sociation had scheduled its regular winter meeting, held in Chicago that 
year, on February 19 and 20. Attendees had begun to assemble at a volun- 
teered home on the evening of the eighteenth. As they arrived, they began 
swapping stories about the commotion caused by HSLDA’ messages. Few 
had heard the news directly—HSLDA membership was anything but en- 
couraged on the NHA council—but they had gotten word of the issue 
from other home schoolers in their local areas. Attendees from Illinois, 
Ohio, Wisconsin, and Montana told me that their phones had been ring- 
ing off the hook, with callers frightened and confused: Was HSLDA cor- 
rect in its claims? Were homeschool freedoms on the auction block? What 
was the best thing to do? Over that weekend and through the harrying 
week that followed, inclusive advocates across the country struggled to 
come to terms with HSLDA’ warning. For better or worse, HSLDA had 
created a national movement issue, and the inclusives were being forced to 
address it.'¢ 
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Several seasoned players were convinced that the Miller amendment was 
not nearly the threat that HSLDA was making it out to be. In a letter dated 
February 20, Clonlara School director Patricia Montgomery sent her word 
on the issue to Clonlara’s enrolled families.’ “When . . . I had a chance to 
examine HR 6, I realized that the potential for impact upon home schools 
. . . Was not serious enough to sound a wide-ranging alarm. Cause for con- 
cern? Yes. Cause for panic? No.” Montgomery told readers that, according 
to Congressman Miller’s office, H.R. 6’s definitions of “school” had been 
changed to include the word nonprofit to exclude for-profit schools from 
garnering federal funds. Montgomery also reminded readers that “non- 
profit” meant something quite specific in legal terms, notably a designated 
501(c)(3) status for which only formal organizations (not individual 
homeschool parents) were eligible. She pointed out that the Miller amend- 
ment would pertain only to schools applying for funds under some ESEA 
provisions, and, she argued, “It’s hard to imagine home school parents 
applying for funding under the ESEA even if they were eligible.” Finally, 
Montgomery noted that before the Miller provision could become law, it 
would have to pass not only in the House but also in the Senate, where 
debate of H.R. 6 had not even been scheduled. 

Others thought similarly to Montgomery. Pat Farenga and Susannah 
Sheffer, administrators at Holt Associates and publishers/editors of Grow- 
ing Without Schooling, wrote in a public notice on the issue that “even leav- 
ing aside the question of varying interpretations of H.R. 6, nothing so 
sweeping would have happened on 2/24,” the date the House was sched- 
uled to vote on the bill. Farenga and Sheffer pointed out that the bill would 
still need to come before the Senate, and that “furthermore, the changes 
that the crucial section of the bill refers to are not supposed to take effect 
until 1998, so ... there was never any question of homeschooling being 
outlawed immediately.”!® The Kasemans’ Wisconsin Parents Association 
(WPA) agreed that the Miller amendment was hardly catastrophic. “Sev- 
eral factors greatly reduce the threat from the Miller amendment,” the 
WPA announcement read. The rationale for calm on the issue spread over 
two pages. !° 

Perhaps Montgomery summarized this position on the Miller amend- 
ment most clearly: Cause for concern? Yes. Cause for panic? No. More 
troubling to many inclusives than the threat of the amendment, in fact, was 
the political harm being done to home schoolers by HSLDA’s lobbying 
strategy. The amendment in question was but one sentence of a piece of 
legislation that, when ratified, contained over five hundred pages of text. 
Yet HSLDA’s initial fax alert urged readers to tell their congressmen that 
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they “oppose H.R. 6”—the entire omnibus funding bill rather than a single 
amendment to it. Home schoolers were being encouraged to send calls and 
letters to the legislators with arguably extraneous demands, and many in- 
clusives were upset that HSLDA’ instructions were tarnishing home 
schoolers’ image on Capitol Hill. “It’s making us look like we’re a bunch 
of idiots,” one council member lamented over the NHA meeting weekend 
in Chicago. 

Whatever Representative may have thought of home schoolers, there 
was no question that they were getting a lot of calls from them. By Febru- 
ary 16—a mere two days after HSLDA had sent out its fax alert and before 
the NHA Council had even met on the issue—a few Capitol Hill phone 
lines were already jammed. Some members of Congress reported receiving 
hundreds of thousands of calls each. Representative Armey had trouble 
getting through to his own office.’? But HSLDA had only begun. By the 
end of the week it had already made contact with major players in the 
religious media to carry their message nationally. CBN had visited 
HSLDA headquarters to tape the story for The 700 Club, and James Dob- 
son’s prominent Focus on the Family radio program had scheduled a discus- 
sion of the issue to air over its thirteen hundred syndicate stations. On 
Monday, February 21, Rush Limbaugh discussed H.R. 6 and the home 
schoolers’ lobbying blitz, spreading the news to an even wider constitu- 
ency. “God knows how many phone calls ’ve got because Rush Limbaugh 
had given my phone number out,” Democrat William Ford later told the 
press.?! 

In the week that followed its initial fax alert, HSLDA honed its strategy. 
By Friday, February 18, Representative Armey had became the official 
sponsor of a “Home School/Private School Freedom Amendment” to 
H.R. 6. Written as a collaboration between Armey’s office and HSLDA, 
the amendment stipulated: “Nothing in this Act shall be construed to per- 
mit, allow, encourage or authorize any federal control over any aspect of 
any private, religious, or home school.” Farris wrote in a letter to House 
members that H.R. 6 was the “equivalent of a nuclear attack upon the 
home schooling community.””? HSLDA promised that this amendment 
would defuse the bomb. 

Other home schoolers disagreed. During its meeting in Chicago on 
February 19 and 20, the NHA Council had begun to assemble what it 
called an “ad hoc coalition of homeschooling organizations” to counter 
HSLDA’ claims about H.R. 6. The coalition ultimately included fourteen 
groups, among them Clonlara, Holt Associates, the Islamic Homeschool 
Group of North America, Jewish Home Educators’ Network, Latter-day 
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Saint Home Educators, The Drinking Gourd (a “multicultural” homeschool 
magazine), and the Moore Foundation. 

Coalition organizers—notably, several members of the NHA council— 
worried that HSLDA’ “Home School/Private School Freedom Amend- 
ment” would do home schoolers more harm than good. Larry and Susan 
Kaseman feared that by expressly including mention of “home school[s]” 
in federal legislation, perhaps for the first time, home educators might pave 
the way for further federal regulation. “Such regulations are written by 
bureaucrats to further define and clarify laws so they can be more easily 
implemented, administered, and enforced,” the Kasemans wrote later of 
the issue. “They have the force of law, so federal regulations concerning 
homeschooling could be as serious as a federal homeschooling law.””? 
Other council members feared that the HSLDA amendment might pre- 
vent needy private schools from receiving federal funds if they wanted 
them. Their conclusion was that the Miller amendment needed revision, 
but not in the manner that HSLDA proposed. 

By the end of the weekend the coalition organizers had devised their 
own way to address the problem. Working in tandem with Michigan Dem- 
ocrats William Ford and Dale Kildee, they drafted a “clarifying amend- 
ment” that changed the wording of Miller’s teacher certification assurance. 
The proposal inserted the word public before “school” in Miller’s sentence 
and added a phrase that explicitly excluded private and home schools from 
the teacher certification provision. 

Satisfied that this strategy would eliminate any risk of the legislation to 
home schoolers, the NHA coalition advocates contacted HSLDA, inviting 
them to support the proposal as well. But by the weekend of February 20 
HSLDA was already riding the crest of its own wave. HSLDA declined the 
coalition’s invitation and continued to press for its own legislation. 

The coalition proceeded with its efforts. Early the following week, vol- 
unteers from the Washington area, working on behalf of the NHA coali- 
tion, hand-delivered letters to every Representative on the Hill. The open- 
ing message of the letter read: “There is no one group who can speak for all 
homeschoolers. However, the following homeschooling organizations, ... 
each of whom provides a forum for the exchange of ideas among home- 
schoolers, have endorsed the clarifying amendment to H.R. 6, Section 2124 
(e).”** Now there were two homeschool amendments, and political sup- 
port for them was beginning to take on a partisan dimension: Democratic 
sponsors offered one solution, Republican Dick Armey another. 

And still the calls kept coming. Capitol Hill switchboards were jammed 
on several occasions the week of February 22, garnering national media 
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coverage. HSLDA continued to sound its alarm to amenable listeners. On 
Wednesday the twenty-third, for example, Farris appeared on two radio 
programs: the Beverly LaHaye Show, nationally syndicated and carried by 
many religious stations, and Pat Buchanan’s show, broadcast live from Ar- 
lington, Virginia. By the end of the day, HSLDA had created a veritable 
spectacle of its lobbying campaign. 

Most likely because of the partisan overtones the issue had engendered, 
Armey remained committed to the HSLDA amendment despite the efforts 
of Democratic congressmen to resolve the dilemma another way. By the 
time the issue came to debate on the House floor that week, the Democrats 
had opted to scrap the Miller amendment altogether while adding lan- 
guage that indicated the bill did not affect home schoolers in any way. The 
coalition’s clarifying amendment and the legislation it had sought to fix 
were off the table. The Democrats also urged the Rules Committee to 
make the homeschool issue be the first item of debate on the House floor 
the next day. “The goal is to spare every member of Congress another 
weekend of phone calls,” explained Congressman Kildee.”° 

But Dick Armey wasn’t finished. “The phones don’t stop ringing until 
I pass an amendment on the floor,” he told the press. “Half of the mem- 
bers have committed to people that they were going to vote for my 
amendment.””¢ 

On Thursday, February 24, both amendments came to floor vote. The 
Democrats’ amendment came up first, and it passed, 424 to 1. George 
Miller, the author of the original certification amendment, was the only 
dissenter. The Armey amendment passed later that afternoon by a vote of 
374 to 53. Not one Republican voted against it. After spending almost five 
hours of floor time debating the certification provision and the amend- 
ments, the House adjourned for the weekend. 

While Armey (and HSLDA) insisted on the necessity of the second 
amendment, even some of his party colleagues were skeptical that the addi- 
tional legislation additionally benefited anyone. “It was more show than 
substance, because I believe we had already taken care of it with the Ford 
amendment,” William Goodling of Pennsylvania told the Congressional 
Quarterly.” 

But the show had been remarkable. Literally overnight, HSLDA had 
turned a single amendment into a political spectacle and a minor media 
sensation. Sending its fax alerts to homeschooling leaders across the coun- 
try, HSLDA was able swiftly to ignite a chain reaction among constituents 
eager to write and call their congressmen. Several times over the subse- 
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quent days, phone lines and switchboards on the Hill jammed with the 
deluge of calls. HSLDA’s good connections with the conservative and reli- 
gious media turned this sizable ripple into a wave when well-known per- 
sonalities such as James Dobson, Beverly LaHaye, Rush Limbaugh, and 
Pat Buchanan carried HSLDA’s message to even broader constituencies. 
So potent was HSLDA’ siren call that even its detractors couldn’t ignore 
it; the fax alert induced them to devise a legislative “solution” to what many 
of them believed was only a marginal problem to begin with. 

In the end there was little doubt that HSLDA had both created the 
controversy and earned primary credit for its resolution. Although it can- 
not be known for certain what the fate of the Miller amendment would 
have been had HSLDA not become involved when and how it did, the 
available evidence suggests that the legislation became a “homeschool” is- 
sue only after HSLDA defined it as such. Once HSLDA had publicized the 
Miller amendment among home schoolers, the initial response of the in- 
clusives was a reserved caution. Cause for concern? Yes. Cause for panic? 
No. That many inclusives were more upset with HSLDAs politics than 
with H.R. 6 policy indicates how fundamentally HSLDA had defined the 
issue even among its detractors. 

And of course, the believers got public credit for it all. When the Con- 
gressional Quarterly carried a two-page story on the phone blitz in its Feb- 
ruary 26 issue, it devoted ten column inches to a discussion of HSLDA. 
The article made no mention of the inclusives’ ad hoc coalition, or of the 
split between home schoolers who supported the Armey amendment and 
those who did not. Similarly, coverage of the final House vote on the 
amendments carried by the Associated Press made no separate mention of 
the coalition efforts.” When the New York Times carried the AP story the 
morning after the vote, the paper used boldface to describe the events as “a 
bow to the religious right.””? 


CULTURE AND MOBILIZATION 


Just how was HSLDA able to pull off this feat? Previous scholars of social 
movements provide some helpful answers, pointing to the importance of 
money and other material resources in gaining the ear of standing authori- 
ties and showing how important practical, mundane relationships are in 
distributing news of a cause and eliciting support for it. But the standing 
answers go only so far in explaining the homeschool case; they fail to reach 
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the cultural bedrock on which this movement’s resources and social net- 
works have been built.*° Homeschool politics enable us to better discern 
this deeper stratum of cultural organization. 

A resource mobilization approach would likely emphasize the role a 
well-funded organization played in enabling believers to take control of 
the H.R. 6 controversy. Consider the wealth of HSLDA, the believers’ 
mobilization control center. If even 80 percent of HSLDA’ approximately 
thirty-eight thousand member families in 1993 paid the minimum $85 an- 
nual membership fees, the organization would have had an annual gross 
income of over $2.5 million from those membership fees alone. This con- 
servative estimate goes far in explaining how HSLDA was able to keep a 
sizable professional staff, administer its fax network and mailing lists, and 
maintain regular phone and travel contact with its national constituency in 
the months and years before H.R. 6.3! When news of the Miller amend- 
ment reached HSLDA, it was equipped with the material resources it 
needed to get the word out: fax, photocopying, and word processing 
equipment, and a budget sufficient to put thousands of dollars toward 
postage and phone time. Additionally, HSLDA was able to enlist a host of 
volunteers across the country, people already practically linked to the or- 
ganization by virtue of membership, to help disseminate the news. 

By contrast, the National Homeschool Association had paltry resources 
with which to spread its version of the story. The NHA had an annual 
budget that was counted in the thousands—not tens of thousands, and 
certainly not millions—of dollars. It had no full-time staff, operated out of 
a volunteered home, and continually depended on in-kind contributions 
even to hold its semiannual council meetings. A situation as big as H.R. 6 
became greatly strained the resources of the NHA. The council had to rely 
on private household phone lines to do much of its communication during 
those crucial days in February, and it was forced to use consumer copy 
shops to produce many of its mailings even in the heat of the controversy. 
In short, the NHA’s coalition effort was a shoestring operation. Like 
HSLDA, the NHA relied on volunteers across the country, but it enlisted 
volunteers without the benefit of a firmly established, formally organized 
fax and phone network that could be activated on command. Clearly, the 
believers’ more formidable resources do much to explain how they were 
able to create and then steer the H.R. 6 issue so determinedly. 

But to say that HSLDA had many resources while the NHA had only a 
few do not tell us much about how this disparity came to pass. For that we 
need a cultural explanation. HSLDA generates income by offering a ser- 
vice—legal counsel—that is valuable only if people believe that they need 
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it. Some home schoolers are suspicious of HSLDA precisely because of the 
financial dimensions of HSLDA’s advocacy. “They want to sell their damn 
insurance,” one embittered advocate on the NHA side of things told me 
once in reference to HSLDA. “They need to keep people scared of the law 
so that they will run out and buy this insurance to protect themselves.”°? 
The believers disagree. In the wake of H.R. 6, several believers in Illinois 
said that the lobbying effort had only solidified their support for HSLDA. 
For many believers the organization had “saved” home schoolers from a 
serious threat—or, as some would later explain to me, God had saved home 
schoolers through the vehicle of HSLDA. HSLDA’s resource mobiliza- 
tion, then, is dependent on the reputation of the organization before its 
clients. Pivotal to HSLDA’ relative wealth has been its ability to embody 
the prestige of the legal system and to market that prestige to a constitu- 
ency with cultivated apprehensions about the intrusions of the state into 
their lives. In this sense HSLDA represents cultural entrepreneurship at its 
zenith: the manipulation of established systems of meaning for novel, and 
perhaps self-interested, purposes. 

Previous scholarship also encourages us to consider the social networks 
in which the H.R. 6 controversy bloomed. Certainly the believers had a 
well-funded headquarters and volunteers around the country to support it. 
Just as important, though, was the coordination of those resources in a 
hierarchical system. ‘Through its fax tree, HSLDA was able to disseminate 
word on the crisis that its grassroots leaders found definitive. Everyone got 
the same news and the same instructions on who to write, what to write, 
and when. The believers’ pyramidal network structure enabled HSLDA to 
orchestrate a national constituency of volunteers. Arguably it was this or- 
chestration that made the lobbying blitz so impressive. By contrast, the 
inclusives relied on more informal relationships between organizations 
and constituents. To be sure, the inclusives also had a movement network, 
one sturdy enough for them to build their ad hoc coalition in a matter of 
days, but they did not match the speed of the believers in getting their 
word out. Nor, it seems, did they match the numbers of persons HSLDA 
was able to reach with its single, definitive voice.” 

But an emphasis on network structure cannot by itself explain what 
made the believers’ organizational system so effective. First, it cannot ex- 
plain what made the news that traveled through the network so compel- 
ling. When HSLDA put out its fax alert in Michael Farris’s name, it sent 
news of a crisis to those who were predisposed to honor the legitimacy of 
the messenger. HSLDA had for some time been positioning itself at the 
top of the believers’ organizational pyramid, but it had done more than just 
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sit there. Through its sibling organization, NCHE, HSLDA had spon- 
sored special conferences specifically for grassroots leaders. HSLDA had 
long supplied legal news to the believers through its editorial contributions 
to The Teaching Home. Consistently true to its membership agreements, 
HSLDA had frequently fielded calls from skeptical school officials, put out 
fires with social service agencies, and taken more than a few homeschool 
cases to court. Regular mailings to the membership consistently reminded 
people of HSLDA legislative and judicial successes. Through years of 
effort, Farris and his team were well positioned reputationally as well as 
ecologically. Because his organization had laid such a solid reputational 
foundation in the eyes of many believers, Farris could do more than sug- 
gest that home schoolers go into action. He could, rather, tell them that it 
was “imperative that all home schoolers call their Congressman/woman 
immediately.” To a constituency that had paid good money for HSLDA’s 
legal expertise and seen Farris come through on his promises, this call to 
arms had the weight of legitimacy behind it. HSLDA relied not only on 
network connections, then, but also on its constituents’ beliefs about the 
integrity of Farris and his organization. 

By contrast, the NHA had a thinner reputational legacy on which to 
build its call to action. The NHA had regularly sponsored annual confer- 
ences and printed a quarterly newsletter, but it had sought to do very little 
other than link a national constituency. Its purpose statement included no 
services comparable to the legal advice or news editorial provided by 
HSLDA. It was ever reluctant to speak authoritatively for all home school- 
ers. It was decidedly not in the business of nurturing leaders. Conse- 
quently, when H.R. 6 hit, the NHA had fewer reputational resources on 
which to draw to convince people of the superiority of its news, and fewer 
favors of time and service to call in from its membership. 

Examining the structure of network relations by itself is inadequate in a 
second way, because the pyramidal organization of the believers’ move- 
ment itself requires explanation. HSLDA was able to coordinate the activi- 
ties of thousands of volunteers because it sat at the top of the believers’ 
organizational system—a system that had a clear top and bottom in part 
because the believers assumed that a hierarchical arrangement of authority 
was acceptable. Believers at the grassroots assumed that, as godly leaders 
and as lawyers, the staff at HSLDA both knew what they were talking 
about and could appropriately give directions to the rest of the movement. 
Part of the reason HSLDA was able to bank on this legitimacy was because 
the believers are comfortable with hierarchical social arrangements. Au- 
thoritative direction from ordained authorities is not im itself problematic 
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for them. If anything, HSLDAs careful nurturing of its hierarchical net- 
work is but one invocation of an organizational schema that is granted 
general acceptability among conservative Protestant home schoolers. 

The comparison case of the inclusives suggests that, absent the legiti- 
macy of hierarchy, HSLDA might have had less of a cause. Consider 
how HOUSE activists in Illinois went about alerting their constituency to 
H.R. 6. When Illinois HOUSE did send a mailing to its membership 
nearly a week after HSLDA’s fax alert, its call to action left considerable 
room for constituent dissent. The opening lines to the mailing read: 
“What should you do about H.R. 6? That is something neither I or any- 
one, including the HSLDA can tell you. You must follow your own con- 
science.... Speaking for myself, I feel no need to identify myself as a 
homeschooler to anyone in the government.”** Hardly the “urgent alert” 
from a named authority that ignited the believers, HOUSE’s mailing ap- 
peared to be written by no one in particular and encouraged constituents 
to do nothing but follow their own consciences. The message was in keep- 
ing with the inclusives’ broader assumptions about legitimate organiza- 
tion. In their movement there are few formal “leaders” at all, and in any 
case the informal ones are not legitimately empowered to tell others what 
to do. You must follow your own conscience, the HOUSE message told 
readers. That consciences were not in agreement was demonstrated when 
HOUSE never came to agreement about how to address H.R. 6.°° 

The H.R. 6 controversy richly demonstrated that the two home educa- 
tions have taken very different organizational forms. But the facts of the 
H.R. 6 story do not by themselves tell us how to explain this variation. 
What has made it possible for the believers to put together such a sizable 
and formidably organized home education? And why have the inclusives 
remained faithful to an organizational style that seems to bring them a lot 
of troubles? Finding adequate answers to these questions takes us beyond 
home education and into the broader cultural landscape in which home- 
school activists do their work. 

The unchurched are sometimes surprised to learn that conservative 
Protestants make up at least a quarter of the U.S. population.** Seculars 
may fail to see these believers because their life rhythms and organizational 
affiliations set them somewhat apart from other Americans. Compared 
with members of mainline Protestant groups, they attend church much 
more regularly. They can choose places of worship among a wide array of 
church organizations, many of them independent operations with no for- 
mal ties to a denominational order. The great majority of these faithful 
report making contributions of time or money to world evangelism.*’ 
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These are people who are comfortable making commitments to novel 
religious causes, to leaders with vision. Many of them worship in churches 
founded by relatively autonomous leaders who have exploited fruitful 
combinations of spiritual conviction and organizational acumen. Consider, 
for example, that in a recent nationally representative study, sociologist 
Christian Smith and his colleagues found that nearly 40 percent of 
evangelical voters are Baptists. A denomination characterized by high lev- 
els of congregational independence, Baptists have historically maintained 
what might be called a free-market approach to church-planting. Unhin- 
dered by a rigid denominational bureaucracy, Baptist pastors have histori- 
cally been able to start congregations as the Spirit leads and wherever they 
can attract followers. An additional 8 percent of the Smith team’s evangel- 
ical voters are Pentecostals, another free-market tradition, and 5 percent 
worship in churches with no denominational affiliation—in churches, in 
other words, that owe their existence to considerable spiritual and organi- 
zational entrepreneurship.** Conservative Protestants also support a vast 
constellation of parachurch organizations: mission societies, colleges and 
universities, Bible camps and conference centers, radio and television sta- 
tions. There are also publishing houses, recording labels, retirement de- 
velopments, and insurance and investment plans among a large universe 
wide array of avowedly “Christian” businesses. In their attendance, tithes 
and offerings, and consumer decisions, conservative Protestants have nur- 
tured what Smith and his colleagues aptly describe as “a pluralistic, com- 
petitive religious economy.... [E]vangelicalism exhibits a tremendous 
fluidity with which it generates entrepreneurial leaders who promote an 
immense array of religious products.” The produce is a rich stew of organi- 
zations that enable believers to live, worship, minister, and consume in 
accord with their chosen faiths.’ 

Within this fertile organizational culture, such godly men and women as 
Michael Farris, Mary Pride, Sue Welch, Gregg Harris, and many others, 
have found supporters who understand and accept the mix of earthly busi- 
ness and heavenly service. In building their causes, Christian homeschool 
leaders have tended toward a particular model of organization common 
among conservative Protestants. Believers call them ministries, a term that 
scholars of organizations might adopt for these hybrid forms as well. Not 
churches and not quite (or only) businesses, ministries are pyramidal forms 
distinguished by a mix of charismatic and bureaucratic authority. They 
tend to be capped by a single person with exceptional spiritual and commu- 
nicative gifts. As this leader and his nucleus accumulate followers and 
financial resources, they adopt more rationalized administrative structures. 
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Tasks are distributed by rank and office. Boards of directors (or of “elders” 
or “deacons”) are recruited. Applications of incorporation are filed. Bu- 
reaucratization lends ministries staying power, while freeing their heads to 
concentrate on the work they do best: speaking and writing; winning souls, 
listeners, and clients; planting seeds for satellite causes. Surviving the 
changes, however, is the spiritual center of the organization embodied in 
a single person: the fiery pastor of the basement fellowship that grows into 
a megachurch; the articulate Christian psychologist who builds a media 
empire on radio; the homeschooling mom whose modest periodical grows 
into a glossy magazine; the ambitious attorney who invents a novel mix of 
religious faith and legal services. In ministries, conservative Protestantism 
offers a widely accepted organizational form well suited to small busi- 
nesspeople, kingdom-building pastors, and political hopefuls.*° 

‘To homeschool entrepreneurs in particular, conservative Protestantism 
affords additional gifts. A second blessing is legions of potential personnel. 
Through four decades of liberal feminism, conservative Protestants have 
sustained a normative commitment to the priority of full-time mother- 
hood. While many conservative Protestant mothers work outside the 
home for pay, their rate of labor force participation tends to be lower than 
that of the general population.*! Even when conservative Protestant 
women are employed, they are continually reminded about the primacy of 
motherhood in women’s lives. Full-time domesticity is often celebrated as 
an ideal from pulpits, in Bible studies, and in religious radio, print, and 
television programming. In this cultural context the ministry of home edu- 
cation has flourished. As I have already noted, home schooling enables 
women who are predisposed to full-time motherhood to think of them- 
selves as more than “just moms,” a considerable reward in a society that 
lends such ambiguous status to motherhood This affinity between home 
schooling and traditionalist domesticity is not lost on believer entrepre- 
neurs like Mary Pride, who weave their rationales for home schooling into 
a larger ideal of a bold Christian womanhood. 

These are faiths that encourage distinction from the world. The famous 
separatism of fundamentalists and the “engaged orthodoxy” of the evan- 
gelicals encourage both camps to be “in the world but not of the world.”” 
For conservative Protestants, being a Christian often means living differ- 
ently from one’s neighbors. This distinctiveness is regarded as both sub- 
mission to divine authority and a form of evangelism, a way of demonstrat- 
ing to others the fruits of godly living. One way in which conservative 
Protestants manifest their lifestyle distinctiveness is in their patterns 
of organizational participation; compared with mainline Protestants, for 
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example, the evangelicals are less likely to be members of volunteer organi- 
zations outside their own faith traditions but also more likely to be very 
active in their own church and parachurch activities.*? In a cultural context 
that encourages both lifestyle distinction and active faith commitment, the 
prospect of home schooling seems less unreasonable than it otherwise 
might. Many believer parents approach home schooling as an extension of 
their efforts to live out a faith somewhat at odds with the surrounding 
culture. They receive much encouragement for doing so; the affinity be- 
tween Christian distinctiveness in general and home schooling in particu- 
lar is not lost on believer advocates like Gregg Harris, who often use a 
biblical or theological vernacular to preach the benefits of home education. 

The conservative Protestant world provides a fertile cultural context for 
home schooling. It is a world rich with fully legitimated models for “minis- 
try” entrepreneurship. Its celebrations of motherhood and domesticity 
help to create the kind of personnel that this maternal, labor-intensive 
movement requires. And its theology advocates a lifestyle distinctiveness 
that makes countercultural life choices more reasonable. But we should be 
careful not to see these cultural resources as having entirely determined the 
believers’ growth and political success. Fertile soil and temperate climate 
can make for a rich harvest, but much still depends on the gardener. Good 
conditions are no substitute for hard work. The conservative Protestant 
world has provided opportunities for homeschool entrepreneurs, but their 
good fortune has come with years of labor—and rhetorical inventiveness, 
business sense, and, as we have seen, cooperation among the national lead- 
ership elite. 

Even in the midst of great opportunity, some fortunes falter. A telling 
example is the late career of Raymond Moore, unquestionably the believ- 
ers’ first and most famous advocate. Moore’s prominence dimmed as the 
movement matured through the 1990s. The early Moore books were ini- 
tial sparks to a fledgling cause. Moore’s academic credentials, avowed Ad- 
ventist faith, and good communication skills made him an ideal spokesman 
for Christian home education. In the early years of the movement, he had 
speaking engagements across the country and the ongoing endorsement of 
James Dobson’s Focus on the Family. The Hewitt-Moore Research Founda- 
tion augmented the ministry with curriculum products and other ancillary 
services. 

But as the years passed and Christian home education flourished, other 
stars began to rise. Gregg Harris, who had begun his homeschool career as 
a conference planner for Moore, left his employer in a bitter business dis- 


172 


POLITICS 


pute and began his own fledgling ministry. Sue Welch and Cindy Short 
birthed and nurtured their Teaching Home, while Michael Farris accrued a 
national reputation with HSLDA, of its kind the only game in town. 
Christian Liberty Academy and the Calvert School had long been provid- 
ing correspondence programs to homeschool pioneers, but soon parents 
had dozens of programs to choose from: ATI, A Beka, The Weaver, 
KONOS, and on and on. In this growing market Mary Pride’s Big Books 
of Home Learning became definitive guides to homeschool curriculum. 

As the field grew, it also became more explicitly “Christian.” From the 
beginning in the 1970s, Moore had purveyed a home education whose 
religious undertones were amply balanced by the language of developmen- 
tal science. Moore and his wife were themselves Protestant Christians, but 
their vision for home schooling was an ecumenical one. The next genera- 
tion of believer elites had different ideas. HSLDA retained a nominal non- 
sectarianism, but Farris’s columns for The Teaching Home and publications 
such as his Homeschooling Father bore witness to its founder’s adamantly 
conservative religious faith. The Teaching Home and Harris’s Christian Life 
Workshops were marketed explicitly as religious products. And while her 
curriculum guides spoke to a bridge market, Mary Pride showed her con- 
servative religious stripes clearly in the books The Way Home and All the 
Way Home. 

By the dawn of the 1990s, Raymond Moore was finding himself on the 
outside of an emerging inner circle of believer leaders and organizations. 
In 1991, Moore publicly criticized believer leaders for what he called their 
“‘Christian’ exclusivism.” In a widely circulated white paper, Moore ac- 
cused these leaders of subverting the unity of the homeschool movement 
and of promulgating a self-serving cause. Moore named names—Gregg 
Harris, Michael Farris, and Sue Welch among them—to paint a picture of 
an oligarchy doing things on their own terms. “‘Christian’ exclusivism . . . 
is a contradiction in terms, for Christ of Christianity was not exclusive,” he 
declared.** Ultimately Moore’s more ecumenical vision for home school- 
ing lost out to a distinctively Christian home education. As an oft-read 
author and early champion, he retained respect among the believers, but 
by the mid-1990s he had lost most of his claim to homeschool leadership. 

Moore’s decline teaches at least two lessons. The first is that in move- 
ment building there is always a measure of uncertainty. A lot depends on 
who one’s friends are, who else is on the playing field, and perhaps a bit 
on just plain luck (believers, of course, would use a different term). Even 
despite good odds, the road to success is always somewhat unclear. 
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Movement building is risky business, and while the risk undoubtedly con- 
tributes to the glamour of the work, it also means that a life’s commitment 
can lead to outcomes one would rather not have imagined. 

The second lesson, a commonplace for believers but news to many 
outsiders, is that conservative Protestants often and sometimes heatedly 
disagree. Popular media images of believers living in suspect harmony, 
listening blindly to their leaders, and voting with unanimity are mislead- 
ing. Conservative Protestantism is a large and complicated social world 
with many camps and divisions. To be sure, its borders are defined by some 
shared theological, cultural, and organizational sensibilities, but within 
those borders a wide array of theologies, politics, and products vie for ad- 
herents. The believers’ homeschool movement is unified, but it is a unity 
that has come through the organizational acumen of particular leaders, 
their careful use of this Christendom’s remarkable cultural resources, and 
their successful exclusion of contrary voices. 

Things have worked out quite differently for the inclusives, for a num- 
ber of reasons. Unschooling’s early champions were savvy and entrepre- 
neurial, too, but they sowed the seeds of their movement in a cultural 
landscape less suited for rapid growth. As with Christian home education, 
unschooling essentially requires full-time domestic workers. But unlike 
among the believers, the inclusive wing of the movement does not have the 
luxury of recruiting from a huge population of women predisposed to full- 
time motherhood. Home schooling may be a troubling or even cognitively 
impossible choice for many secular women, who increasingly assume that 
their lives should include paid work. Among women who have made deep 
commitments to paid-work careers, home schooling may come at costs to 
career, identity, and economic autonomy that few are willing to pay. Con- 
sequently, the inclusives are faced with a chronic personnel problem. 
While conservative Protestant women sense an affinity between their no- 
tions of ideal womanhood and home education, women nearer to the cul- 
tural mainstream are more likely to see home education as incompatible 
with, or even threatening, to a gender identity scripted in large part by 
modern feminism.* 

Perhaps this is why so many of the unschooling women I met came to 
home schooling from other “alternative” approaches to domestic life. 
Many first rethought the obligations of motherhood in La Leche League 
or had their own hunches confirmed in La Leche’s adamantly maternalist 
milieu. Some, like Diana Coleman-Maxwell, came to the inclusive camp 
after years of seeking an even balance of domesticity and career through 
volunteering, art making, and part-time employment. These are women 
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who, for one reason or another, have taken creative routes through the 
still-unresolved contradiction between paid work and home. Their com- 
mitment to home schooling arguably extends the palette of creative re- 
sponses to this persistent dilemma. 

Many of the inclusives came to the movement having already been 
schooled in living at some remove from mainstream culture. My field notes 
describe underwater births, children pure of immunizations, former com- 
munards, and family beds. I met Orthodox Jews, Buddhists, Taoists, 
avowed atheists, and practicing pagans. Muslim, Jehovah’s Witness, and 
Mormon homeschool organizations were among the groups that joined 
the NHA’s ad hoc coalition on H.R. 6. These are people with experience 
in questioning conventional ideas and normative lifeways. In this sense 
they are like the believers: they arrived at home schooling already disposed 
to thinking counterculturally. 

Unlike the believers, however, when inclusives come together, they can 
assume no shared social identity, no common outlook on life beyond the 
homeschool project itself. Nor can the inclusives take for granted that 
most everyone among them has experience in similar kinds of organiza- 
tions, with predictable divisions of labor and presumed pecking orders. 
The inclusives are diverse philosophically, but they also are diverse in their 
organizational experiences. This fact likely goes far in explaining why they 
have so often chosen radically democratic organizational forms, with weak 
leaders or no leaders at all, where most everything is up for discussion and 
anyone is free to disagree or try something else.*° 

Ultimately the form and fate of the two sides of home education are so 
different because the movement straddles two cultural landscapes. One is 
the expansive and varied terrain of conservative Protestantism, a vast king- 
dom of opportunity for entrepreneurial movement-builders who are at- 
tuned to the country’s subtle blessings. The other is an archipelago of little 
islands, each composed of people who think and live distinctively. This 
terrain has obliged its entrepreneurs to build many bridges, navigate a 
wildly diverse topography, and settle for smaller returns. 


As the heat of the H.R. 6 controversy faded, the inclusives seemed of two 
opinions regarding how their camp had managed things. Some of them 
thought that the ordeal had demonstrated the ability of home schoolers to 
work together. “I was really impressed at how quickly we were able to put 
the [ad hoc] coalition together,” one inclusive activist told me soon after 
the congressional votes. “That group included people from a very wide 
spectrum, but we were able to pull off the coalition, really in a matter of 
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days.” She also was pleased that the coalition had shown Congress that not 
all home schoolers were Christians. “No one can say that home schoolers 
are all evangelical Christians [now]. We made it very clear to legislators 
that there are more of us out there than that.”*” 

Others found the glass half empty. Several months after H.R. 6 was 
done, I spoke with a frustrated Cheryl Marcus on the telephone. “I’ve been 
talking with some people in different parts of the country,” she said, “and 
we're really tired of waiting around for consensus while HSLDA does its 
thing. It’s like we can’t get anything done until everyone agrees.” 

I asked Cheryl what she meant. 

“Well, you know with HOUSE, and the NHA, with the consensus rules. 
You have to get everyone to agree before anything can get done. And I 
think that’s one of our big problems. It slows us down. I mean, I’m not 
saying we shouldn’t have democratic process or anything like that, but 
we've got to get some things done.” 

I indicated that I got her point. 

“So we’ve been talking about starting our own organization. An organi- 
zation that doesn’t have to be run by consensus.”** 

‘Talk about how to make their wing of the movement function politically 
continued long after the H.R. 6 controversy. I did not attend the 1994 
NHA national conference as [had the previous two autumns, but I learned 
about some of what happened there over a long breakfast with Deirdre 
Brown. She told me that Raymond Moore had come to the NHA confer- 
ence that year.” 

“Oh really?” I queried. 

“Yeah. He flew in for the Thursday meeting and stayed through Sunday. 
So he was there for virtually all of the council meetings.” 

It seemed that Moore had come seeking an organization that might 
counter HSLDA politically. Over the next few days Moore apparently 
learned that while he shared the NHA’s commitment to diversity, he dif- 
fered on organizational vision. “What he really wants is a political action 
committee, and he thought that perhaps the NHA could do that for him,” 
Deirdre said. “He thinks we should be more active. He wants someone to 
combat Farris and Harris and stand up to them, and really be more of a 
lobbying organization.” Deirdre doubted that Moore found what he was 
after, since in the course of explaining to him why the NHA couldn’t be a 
political action committee, the NHA had developed a stronger sense of the 
kind of organization it wanted to be. 

“And in the course of explaining to him that that is not what we’re about, 
we were forced to think about, forced to say what we were about,” she said. 
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“And that is...” 

“What we’re about is diffusing power back to individuals. In a sense it’s 
just the opposite of . . . what the other crowd is doing. Rather than pooling 
power and giving it to some organization to do things, we want to diffuse 
it back to our membership, to give it back to individuals.” As she said this, 
Deirdre motioned to illustrate, pushing her hands out from the center of 
her body in the pattern of a fan. Then she reiterated the point, as if to be 
sure I was clear on it: “Our goal is to give power to individuals, rather than 
the other way around.” 

The tone of her voice betrayed conviction. “And it was really good to 
talk about that, because as we talked we got a lot clearer about what the 
mission of the NHA was. We really came to a better understanding, and it 
was like . . . a light went on . . . and some of the other decisions we had to 
make that weekend were easier to make. Because we had a sense of what we 
were trying to do.” This satisfied Deirdre immensely, though she sus- 
pected that Moore might not agree with her. “I don’t know what Ray 
thought of it all,” she said. “Perhaps he gave up on us. I mean, I think he 
understood, but it’s, you know, not what he’s after.” 
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Nurturing the Expanded Self 


ON THE OUTSIDE, the Home School Legal Defense Association looked 
much the same in 1999 as it had six years earlier. The office was situated 
at the edge of a residential subdivision in Purcellville, Virginia, on the 
front lines of Washington sprawl. Resembling a row of townhouses, the 
building has the colonial embellishments typical of D.C. suburbia: brick 
facades and clapboard siding, window shutters added to please the eye 
rather than filter the elements. Passersby might have mistaken it for a con- 
dominium. 

Inside, there had been some changes. In six years membership had 
climbed into the orbit of sixty thousand. The staff had grown apace. With 
the help of an employee, I had counted thirty-eight employees in 1993; in 
1999 there were closer to sixty. Among the new positions was a director of 
media relations. A satellite office, right in the District, had been added. A 
new ad campaign was in place, with the caption “We do more than you 
may realize.” “If you think that defending home schoolers in court is all we 
do, you’re only seeing part of the picture,” read a full-page advertisement 
in The Teaching Home that year.' And there were plans for the future, to say 
the least. In the summer of 1999, ground was broken in Purcellville for 
Patrick Henry College, described on the Web as “a ministry affiliated with 
the Home School Legal Defense Association.” A new, colonial-style build- 
ing would house the college as well as new offices for HSLDA. Patrick 
Henry would offer an apprenticeship program in addition to conventional 
classroom instruction. According to the college’s publicity material, a spe- 
cialty would be training men and women for government service. Also on 
the drawing board were plans for a Patrick Henry School of Law.” 

I met many young people during my second visit to HSLDA. From 
1995 to 1999, the organization had an internship program that drew 
homeschool graduates from across the country to Purcellville for twelve- 
month terms.’ Many had stayed on as employees. Gavin Taylor came at 
age twenty; four years later, he was working full-time for NCHE. On the 
wall of his cubicle was a handful of photographs; there was Gavin with Dan 
Quayle at a homeschooling conference in Denver; Gavin with Pat Bu- 
chanan, Gary Bauer, Mike Farris. Soft-spoken and articulate, Gavin talked 
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for an hour about the many jobs of his office: assembling the thick packages 
of news and political analyses sent six times yearly to regional leaders; 
keeping tabs on regional news through state newsletters; tracking coverage 
of home schooling in the national media; fielding phone calls from college 
admission officers with questions about home schoolers; talking to re- 
searchers like me. He said he was interested in the writing and publishing 
fields for his career, and that he had his eye on an internship at World, an 
evangelical news magazine. 

Next door was Jason Hart, assistant director of the Congressional Ac- 
tion Program (CAP), parent to the H.R. 6 phone blitz. Jason first heard 
about CAP in 1993, when he was sixteen years old. He was a CAP volun- 
teer through his teens before coming to Purcellville for an internship. In 
1999, when I met Jason, his job entailed maintaining CAP’s national net- 
work of volunteer lobbyists. CAP’s goal was to have representatives in all 
435 congressional districts; that spring the count was somewhere between 
350 and 400, but the inevitable volunteer turnover means that the job will 
never really be done. “Why do people leave the program?” I asked. Jason 
explained that as children enter adulthood their parents can tend to be- 
come less interested in homeschool politics. And there are the “dry spells,” 
as Jason called them, long periods during which the soldiers have little to 
fight, when it is harder to maintain commitment. The Internet, of course, 
makes everything easier, faster. Since CAP’s communication system has 
gone on-line, Jason estimates that the network’s response time is down 60 
to 70 percent. Jason’s work was helping HSLDA maintain its national no- 
toriety for lobbying acumen. A year after my visit, a front-page feature on 
the homeschool lobby in the Wall Street Journal emphasized HSLDA 
when it called home schoolers “inside-the-Beltway pros.”* 

Despite all the new people, there were still some familiar faces. I well 
remembered Betsy Jensen, HSLDA% affable, razor-sharp director of com- 
munications. Under her purview are the Court Report, a slick bimonthly, 
and the endless stream of forms, schedules, ads, and brochures that are part 
and parcel of HSLDA’s line of business. Despite her full plate, she re- 
sponded immediately when I e-mailed regarding a second visit and, after 
my slightest inquiry, set up a roundtable discussion with several of the 
office’s homeschooled staff. 

Among those in the conference room that afternoon were Gavin Taylor, 
Laura Papp, Gina Farron, Derek Jones, and Peter Johanski. Talkative, 
smartly dressed, twenty-something all, they answered my questions with 
thoughtfulness and a dash of humor. I got the rough outlines of their lives 
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in Purcellville. HSLDA maintained two residences for the interns, one 
each for men and women. Office life and church commitments combined, 
they agreed, to make for active social lives and not a little human intrigue. 
The jobs had their chorelike features but also their challenging dimen- 
sions; attuned as HSLDA is to the uncertainties of state legislatures and 
Congress, one never knew what adventure lay just around the corner at 
work. All of them seemed confident that their current jobs would prepare 
them well for the next stages of their careers. Peter, fresh from homeschool 
graduation in the Midwest, was already talking about a future in politics. 
Gina had recently begun laying plans for her own service ministry with 
young people in eastern Europe. Derek was applying to law school. Laura 
was thinking about law school, too. As far as she could tell, that was God’s 
current plan for her life. That might change, she said, but God had taken 
care of things up to then, and she had every reason to think he would do so 
in the future. At this Gina, sitting next to her, tapped Laura on the shoul- 
der and whispered “Amen.” 

After an hour of lively conversation, I offered a final inquiry. If they 
were to see a book published about home schooling, what would they like 
that book to address that wasn’t covered in the national media? This one 
seemed to be a no-brainer. The biggest problem with the media coverage, 
they said, was that home schoolers were so often represented as crazy, or 
not well socialized, or outside the mainstream. “Tell them we’re not socially 
retarded,” one voice to my left added emphatically. There were knowing 
laughs all around. I assured them I would do what I could. 

But how, in the end, would I explain my growing conviction that home 
schoolers were just the opposite? That despite their traditionalist trappings 
they were living at a cutting edge of contemporary culture? That their 
movement had flourished precisely because its basic tenets are remarkably 
in tune with newly conventional assumptions about American childhood? 
I flew home, fattened notebook in hand, with several puzzles still to be 
solved. 


In 1985, when the HSLDA interns were children and their parents were 
homeschool pioneers, a team of Berkeley sociologists released a provoca- 
tive discussion of contemporary American character. Their book, Habits of 
the Heart, problematized a growing ethos of self-fulfillment in our culture 
and lamented the decline in Americans’ sense of corporate obligation to a 
good society. Habits argued that the change was evident in a growing ten- 
dency to speak in a therapeutic language of personal growth, and in an 
evident reluctance to put the needs of a spouse, a family, a church, or 
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community ahead of personal self-interest. The authors worried that an 
expansion of the individualism long central to the American character now 
threatened our ability to sustain a healthy collective life: 


It seems to us that it is individualism, and not equality, as Tocqueville 
thought, that has marched inexorably through our history. We are con- 
cerned that this individualism may have grown cancerous—that it may be 
destroying those social integuments that Tocqueville saw as moderating its 
more destructive potentialities, that it may be threatening the survival of 
freedom itself. 


The expansion of individualism had, according to the Berkeley team, 
greatly attenuated “the subtle ties that bind human beings to one another, 
leaving them frightened and alone.” 

Habits of the Heart found a prominent place among a number of books 
that assessed the recent past as a decisive period in our cultural history. 
Many in the national intellectual establishment celebrated particular ac- 
complishments of the 1960s and 1970s. There was applause for the civil 
rights and women’s movements, youth suffrage, and the ending of the Vi- 
etnam War, yet some worried that the progress of contemporary culture 
had a dark side. We had discarded traditional rules about commitment and 
national unity too quickly and had little to replace them. We were becom- 
ing dangerously narcissistic. With the emergence of identity politics, the 
left had lost its ability to build durable political coalitions. And across the 
political spectrum, an increasingly common encouragement to “do your 
own thing” was making for an atomized society at best and, and worst, a 
nation divided.° 

Examining the full range of lifestyle experiments of the 1960s and 1970s, 
cultural historian Peter Clecak argued that many of the cultural develop- 
ments of those decades were best understood as “the democratization of 
personhood”: 


A quest for personal fulfillment within a small community (or several com- 
munities) of significant others: this strikes me as the dominant thrust of 
American civilization during the sixties and seventies. . . . The quest . . . is a 
multifaceted search conducted with varying degrees of intensity and differ- 
ent specific aims by elements of the population as diverse as born-again 
Christians and atheistic feminists, gay-rights activists and red-neck males, 
mainline Protestants and hard-line conservatives.’ 


Linking this broad plurality of groups was their mutual enjoyment of ex- 
panded protections for basic civil rights and their shared expectation that 
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their own self-development (what Clecak called “a healthy thickening of 
individuality”) was a worthy life goal. 

During the same years, empirical evidence suggested that a psychothera- 
peutic conception of the individual and its needs was rapidly becoming 
normative. On the basis of nationally representative surveys of mental 
health in the United States in 1957 and 1976, Joseph Veroff and his col- 
leagues wrote in their book, The Inner American, that Americans in the 
1970s “had a stronger sense of the self as a differentiated being”: 


Many more people take a positive view of the self and are sensitive to more 
psychological aspects of their strengths and unique qualities. One can think 
of these changes as reflecting a more integrated identity, a stronger sense of 
the self as an individual being with differentiated ways of responding to the 
world. Whereas we were a society somewhat more bound and defined by 
social roles in 1957, we seem to have moved toward a more personalized 
self-consciousness in 1976.8 


In tandem with their new psychological sensitivity, Americans also were 
increasingly willing to seek expert advice for personal troubles. In 1957, 14 
percent of survey respondents reported having visited a professional for 
help with “personal problems”; by 1976 that figure had risen to 26 per- 
cent.’ At least as far as the surveys could measure, Americans appeared to 
be more concerned about who they were, and about what troubled them, 
as individuals. 

Whether the aggrandized individualism reported in these books was 
something new and troubling or a minor episode in the history of modern 
subjectivity was a question on which academics would continue to dis- 
agree. The Habits authors themselves pointed out that Americans’ preco- 
cious individualism was but a recent development in the complicated life of 
the modern self. This remarkable creature, offspring of a long Western 
philosophical tradition and the world-altering changes of industrialization, 
is so pivotal to our contemporary worldview that we tend to take its peculi- 
arities for granted. We assume, for example, that persons have inner lives 
that can be hidden, or nourished, or squelched by the outside world. But 
we usually fail to recognize that this way of thinking about persons as hav- 
ing interiors is an historically situated idea.!? We take for granted that 
individuals, not their families or other traditional authorities, rightly deter- 
mine their own fates. We forget that there is significant variation over time 
and across cultures in the extent to which individuals are presumed to be 
the ultimate arbiters of their own lives.'! Our distinctively American indi- 
vidualism, one rather more given to personal autonomy and more skeptical 
of government than its European cousins, had not been born yesterday. 
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But as the end of the twentieth century approached, many argued that our 
individualism had become more greedy, more self-absorbed.’ 

Perhaps it is little coincidence, then, that since the 1960s Americans 
have developed ever more elaborate means of nurturing little selves when 
they are children, and for accommodating their distinctiveness as they 
grow. One part of the cultural ferment of the 1960s generation that has 
seen few critics is the field of alternative education.” This little world saw 
explosive growth during the 1960s and 1970s, and while the heyday of the 
progressive school reform movement is over, the animating spirit of that 
cause—namely, a commitment to the liberation of young individuals— 
lives on. Over the last several decades the children of the 1960s and 1970s, 
now all grown up and with kids of their own, have been an eager market for 
educational entrepreneurs who promise new and better ways of nurturing 
children’s inner essences and catering to their individual needs. 

Sharing temporal space with home schoolers in recent educational his- 
tory are several other pedagogies that preach the doctrine of childhood 
interiors and the importance of elaborately individualized instruction. Per- 
haps the most famous of these is the Montessori method. Devised in Italy 
by Maria Montessori in the early years of the twentieth century, this ap- 
proach first met acceptance in the United States in the early 1960s. Today 
the International Montessori Index claims some four thousand Montes- 
sori-certified schools nationwide.'* Central to Montessori philosophy is 
the notion that children have innate and powerful selves from the moment 
of their birth. “The greatness of the human personality begins at the hour 
of birth,” Maria Montessori wrote in her book The Absorbent Mind. The 
goal of teaching is to facilitate the development of that personality. This 
work can only be done through intimate knowledge of the child as an 
individual. As a Montessori educator explains, 


Montessori teachers do not “teach” the child in the usual way. They observe 
the children in order to discover their needs and interests based on their 
stages in self-formation and their individual personalities. They then at- 
tempt to present just the materials or activities to the children that match 
their developmental needs. It is in the children’s subsequent independent 
use of these materials and activities that learning takes place.!6 


As with John Holt’s unschooled child, the Montessori child leads the 
teacher. It is the child’s own capacities and proclivities that rightly are in 
charge of the pedagogical relationship. 

Another Italian import that is turning heads in this country is the Reggio 
Emilia approach, developed in the progressive Italian city of the same 
name. Originally conceived as one component of a comprehensive social 
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service program for all young children in Reggio Emilia, it is the pedagog- 
ical component of the approach that early childhood professionals have 
most eagerly carried to the United States. As with Montessori, the Reggio 
approach presumes the inherent potential of individual children. As an 
early childhood specialist explains, “The educators in Reggio Emilia view 
the child as protagonist. Children are strong, rich, and capable. All chil- 
dren have preparedness, potential, curiosity, and interest in constructing 
their learning, negotiating with everything their environment brings to 
them.”!” Reggio is arguably even more sensitive to children’s individualism 
than its elder Italian sister, and thus more labor-intensive as well. Reggio 
teachers work in pairs with small numbers of children, carefully observing 
as the children reveal their distinctive characteristics through loosely 
scripted art and play activities. Teachers keep elaborate portfolios of the 
work of each child, both to document progress and to use as the basis for 
planning subsequent learning opportunities. While the approach is still 
novel in the United States, it is quickly gaining adherents among child 
development authorities and has begun to find organizational expression 
in a handful of schools across the country. 

A third European model has found its niche in the U.S. market. Waldorf 
education, developed in 1919 in Germany for the children of workers at a 
Waldorf Astoria cigarette plant, has matured in subsequent generations as 
another acceptably unconventional school choice on both sides of the At- 
lantic. The Association of Waldorf Schools of North America claims 125 
institutions in the United States. As conceived by its founding guru, 
Rudolph Steiner, and in the classroom practices that make it distinctive 
today, Waldorf education shares with home schooling the conviction that 
children have inner selves, as well as home schoolers’ apprehension about 
forcing young minds to develop too quickly. 

Steiner believed that before teachers ever get to them, children possess 
considerable knowledge of their world; it is the job of the teacher not to 
provide knowledge but rather to reveal what the child already knows. As 
with Holt’s unschooling, Waldorf pedagogy embodies “the belief that ev- 
eryone—assuming no obvious handicap—has the ability to do everything 
well, though that ability must often be discovered, or rediscovered.”!® This 
discovery process requires the teacher to know each child intimately, and 
to that end Waldorf teachers follow cohorts of children throughout their 
elementary school years, accumulating knowledge about individual chil- 
dren in an extended time window that more closely approximates parent- 
ing than conventional, age-graded teaching. Another component of Wal- 
dorf doctrine mirrors Raymond and Dorothy Moore’s convictions about 


184 


NURTURING THE EXPANDED SELF 


delayed formal instruction: Waldorf teachers are discouraged from forcing 
children to read and write at a particular age, under the caution that devel- 
opmental damage will be caused if children are obliged to learn a skill at an 
inappropriate stage in their journeys to maturity.'? 

Waldorf, Reggio Emilia, Montessori, and home schooling are some- 
what rarefied tastes in the marketplace of American education. Neverthe- 
less, their growing popularity in recent decades and their shared convic- 
tions about the nature of childhood are suggestive. In all four approaches, 
children are assumed to have precocious inner beings whose individuality 
must be honored and celebrated. And all four approaches abandon con- 
ventional classrooms in favor of more flexible, less bureaucratic educa- 
tional environments that give the individual learner more room. Despite 
the various historical eras and social contexts in which they were first con- 
ceived, all these methods have found supportive audiences in a contempo- 
rary culture increasingly enamored of its self. In keeping with the current 
of the broader culture, America’s more innovative educators have devel- 
oped novel and elaborate means for nurturing childhood selves as well. 
Their imports and innovations have found an eager clientele. 

Growing convictions about the importance of children’s individualism 
show up not only on the boutique margins of the educational marketplace. 
The tendency to conceive of students as individual cases, what political 
scientist David Paris calls “clientelism,” is evident in a wide range of re- 
form agendas. Curricular programs that differentiate among students on 
the basis of student preference or ability, such as tracking schemes, are 
predicated on the notion that services should be variably tailored to vari- 
able inputs. The individualized educational programs (“IEPs”) that have 
become virtually standard procedure for children with physical or learning 
disabilities follow a similar logic. Notably, educational reform agendas on 
both left and right derive legitimacy from the logic of clientelism. On the 
left, the notion that schools should serve as social welfare agencies, meet- 
ing the needs of “the whole person” beyond the classroom, invites school 
officials to think about student needs in more case-specific ways. On the 
right, the argument that families ought to be able to choose schools that 
best fit their needs presumes that individual differences should be accom- 
modated, not standardized away. “That such disparate kind of proposals 
could be simultaneously considered, as they currently are, is testimony to 
the rhetorical strength of arguments based on individual need,” Paris 
writes.”° I would add only that the rhetorical strength of clientelism is itself 
historically situated, in a contemporary culture increasingly given to the 
accommodation of distinctive individuals. 
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While it may be tempting to see it as a secular phenomenon, the expan- 
sion of the self is evident across the spectrum of American religion as well. 
A range of scholarship suggests that in the 1970s and 1980s the organiza- 
tion of religious life changed in ways that accommodated greater personal 
discretion among the faithful. In the wake of Vatican II the Catholic 
Church encouraged a diminishment of the hierarchy between priesthood 
and laity in matters of faith, as well as greater lay participation in parish 
administration. American Catholicism also witnessed a charismatic re- 
newal movement that encouraged a rich spiritual life mediated less by the 
priesthood and more by individual connectedness with the spirit of God. 
Among Protestants, nondenominational movements such as Calvary 
Chapel, Vineyard, and Hope Chapel grew quickly. Attracting baby boom- 
ers skeptical about rule-bound religion, stiff pews, and unspoken dress 
codes, these movements lend primacy to believers’ personal faith in Christ 
over adherence to worship and lifestyle convention; their grassroots orga- 
nizational expressions leave individual congregations considerable free- 
dom to govern themselves as they choose. And across the whole spectrum 
of faith in America, religious organizations have granted more flexibility to 
their congregants, who have come to expect and demand greater discretion 
over how to express their individual faith commitments.’! 

Not just the form but also the content of contemporary Protestant wor- 
ship suggests that these believers conceive of the modern self as a more 
opinionated and empowered creature than have previous theological gen- 
erations. Examining sermons written by Presbyterian and Southern Bap- 
tist ministers across the country, for example, sociologist Marsha Witten 
finds that both kinds of pastors preach a remarkably timely gospel. In con- 
temporary Protestant theology the unsaved self, while sinful, is regarded 
also as having a measure of goodness. Although fallen, this self is aware of 
its divine needs and worthy of salvation. Conversion is described as an 
extension of divine grace but also a proactive, progressive effort toward 
greater happiness and fulfillment. Witten concludes: 


The course of the American Protestant experience has seen an increasing 
emphasis on the democratic and voluntarist nature of conversion, heighten- 
ing the notion of the importance of individual self-knowledge and self- 
awareness in religious transformation. Once people become aware of them- 
selves, this notion suggests, conversion is largely under their control... . 
[Conversion] talk serves to heighten certain characteristics that are innate in 
human beings and teaches listeners that they need to shed the artificial qual- 
ities that overshadow their essential selves. Once the inner self of the person 
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is freed from artifice, she may achieve both the desire and the competence to 
form the interpersonal relationship with God.” 


Like John Holt’s unschooled child, the unsaved self bears within it an es- 
sence that needs uncovering and that is capable of acting in its own best 
interests. Like Raymond and Dorothy Moore’s homegrown kids, the con- 
temporary Protestant self is both good and evil, needing divine direction 
but also worthy of love. 

It is in a religious universe increasingly persuaded of the integrity and 
potential of the self that Christian home education has flourished. Home 
schooling enables believers to enact their faith’s admonition about living 
apart from the secular world; but the practice of home schooling is itself 
very much in keeping with the broader culture’s elaborated understand- 
ings of children’s individual needs. Similarly, believer pedagogy, which 
simultaneously stresses children’s sinfulness and goodness, has echoes 
both in conservative Protestant theology and in the broader culture’s cele- 
bration of self-potential. These affinities by themselves, however, do not 
explain the extraordinary popularity of home schooling among conserva- 
tive Protestants. Ultimately, it is conservative Protestants’ deep commit- 
ment to full-time motherhood that has made them such a ready audience 
for home education. 

“I was a feminist. I was going to go out there and conquer the world,” 
Molly Ganz told me one afternoon at the very end of my fieldwork. She 
was talking about her college years in the mid-1970s, soon before she had 
children, and years before she would go on to become one of the most 
accomplished advocates for Christian home education in the state of Illi- 
nois. “Even at a Baptist college it was very big, the feminist movement,” 
she explained. But “everything changed when I had my first baby. I did that 
nasty thing of bonding and didn’t want to leave my baby.” Molly’s derision 
of the feminist doctrine that women can manage both paid work and moth- 
erhood is the evident undertone here. Elsewhere in our conversation, the 
distaste came to the surface. 

“You see all the television shows, the magazines, pressuring women to 
be in a cultural war against their own families . . . so many of us have to deal 
with being supermom,” she said. Molly had been something of a renegade 
even when her children were small. “I was an earth mom of sorts; when 
nobody was breast-feeding, I did. I did have my kids in a hospital. Had I 
known, I would have probably had them at home.” Molly stayed home 
with her children during their earliest years but went back to work, at a 
Christian bookstore, when her husband’s job situation changed and the 
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money got tight. The children went into child care at a local church. Re- 
counting the first day apart from her kids, years after the fact, tears came to 
her eyes: 


I still remember the horror. . .. I remember standing there, there was this 
window at the day care center . . . and I remember seeing my little eighteen- 
month-old just standing there with his thumb in his mouth, with his security 
blanket. . . . [remember thinking in my head, “They’ll take care of you. I’ve 
gota boss and I’ve got to get going.” And I remember just shutting down the 
emotion and leaving. I walked away. 


Like millions of American mothers, Molly struggled with the contradic- 
tions inherent in trying to raise children and leave home for work. But as 
time passed she grew more comfortable with the emotional fault line even 
grew to enjoy her job. “I was really making progress in my job. I was having 
my career. ... I was moving up,” she said with bitter sarcasm. 

Then she got pregnant again, and was not happy about it. “I cannot 
afford three babies in day care,” she remembers thinking. But in retrospect 
she describes this time in her life as one of spiritual rebellion: 


I was rebellious. . . . It’s part of my spiritual journey because I was on the 
verge of rejecting what a woman should be. I was rejecting God’s design for 
me. [I thought] “Oh God, you made me a woman, and I’ve got to deal with 
this pregnancy,” .. . and the feminist view is so horrible, it’s so horrible to 
make women reject the most wonderful and fulfilling thing. 


The troubles that feminism attributes to the structural organization of 
work and family—declining male wages, inadequate workplace child care, 
unequal distributions of housework, and the different emotional tempos of 
motherhood and the workplace—Molly here ascribes to feminism itself. 
Like many believer women, Molly’s solution to the troubles was not a 
critique of conventional parenting and work arrangements but rather an 
embrace of those arrangements along with some significant renovations. 
The necessary repair work entails rebuilding motherhood to make it look 
more like a job. Molly talks about home schooling as “a career in and of 
itself, even though it’s not recognized. It’s a career. It’s a choice. . . . I don’t 
get paid to do what I do, but it is nevertheless valuable.””? 

For Molly Ganz and tens of thousands of conservative Protestant 
women, home schooling provides both the means for making sense of deep 
maternal commitments and a way of life that celebrates those commit- 
ments. Christian home schooling has flourished at the intersection of a 
growing cultural sensitivity to the needs of children as individuals and a 
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religious worldview that cautions women about the dangers of going too 
far astray from a traditionalist model of motherhood. The rhetorical bril- 
liance of Christian homeschool leaders has been to subtly weave together 
several cultural threads that run close to these women’s hearts: one about 
living apart from the world; one about the distinctive needs of individual 
children; one about the importance of motherhood and Christian families; 
and a fourth, feminist-inspired notion that women are entitled to mean- 
ingful work (a “career”) in addition to motherhood. That the Christian 
homeschool movement has flourished is testament both to the appeal of 
this discursive tapestry and to the commitment of a veritable army of 
homeschooling women. 

The logic of contemporary individualism presents all contemporary 
mothers, feminist or not, with a deep dilemma. On the one hand, conven- 
tional wisdom now encourages women to be cautious about family en- 
croachments on the integrity of their own identities. Making too many 
sacrifices for husbands and children is regarded as problematic for 
women’s own self-development and psychic health. On the other hand, 
contemporary assumptions about the nature of childhood oblige parents to 
invest ever more maternal labor in their children. At the same time that 
women as women have learned to be more defensive about their own needs, 
then, they also have faced increasing demands as mothers to honor their 
children’s individual needs. 

By making the terms of contemporary childhood into the rationale for 
a social movement, home schoolers have shown us what a demanding crea- 
ture that childhood can be. It is cranky about standardized treatment, pre- 
ferring customized service: from schools certainly, but also from churches 
and child care providers and the wide array of organizations that help par- 
ents nurture little selves into maturity. Our contemporary child needs to 
be understood in all its uniqueness, ideally by a full-time mother but in any 
case from some one or two grown-ups who are heroically committed to 
putting in the time. It is confident that, if its own needs require it, there are 
exceptions to every rule. In exchange for the trouble it causes, this child- 
hood offers enormous promise. If allowed to go its way, there can be no 
predicting its accomplishments down the line. Nevertheless, in the mean- 
time this precocious being requires a lot of mothering. 

Moving back and forth between them over the years, I could not help 
but make comparisons between the inclusives’ and the believers’ subtly 
different childhoods. Both of them ask a lot from their world, but 
it seemed to me that the believers’ demands less. The believers have a 
conception of children, indeed of the self more broadly, that both 
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accommodates individual distinctiveness and obliges individuals to collec- 
tive rules. Children are God’s gift, made in God’s image. But they also are 
sinful, requiring authoritative direction and correction. After all, the 
Heavenly Father also has given unarguable laws of conduct by which all 
people must live. He also has placed some persons in positions of rightful 
authority, from whence they can attempt to model human affairs in accord 
with God’s design. A crucial piece of that design is that mothers and fathers 
have rightful authority over their children and are to train their children in 
the ways of righteousness. Thus the believers’ conception of childhood 
checks some of the more untoward and unpredictable features of contem- 
porary individualism. Because they are his children, God has imbued all 
people with precious and distinctive gifts, which may take a lifetime to fully 
discover. But humans’ sinful nature means that all must also be instructed 
and disciplined at times. 

As with unschooled kids, the believers’ children are loved in all their 
uniqueness, and their little selves are given constant protection and cultiva- 
tion. But they also are taught early on that their lives will develop in rela- 
tionship with many others, that individuals will sacrifice some measure of 
comfort to the group as a matter of course, and that all selves, big and 
small, must develop within clearly prescribed moral boundaries. ‘The be- 
lievers have been able to raise this more manageable childhood in part 
because a shared religious worldview makes it possible for them to ap- 
proach agreement, not on all the details of living, but at least on some basic 
house rules. To that extent their model of childhood is inapplicable in 
more diverse communities. Still, nonbelievers can take some important 
cues from these neighbors. Conservative Protestant parents are very will- 
ing to talk about imposing limits on their children, and to do so in a lan- 
guage of moral obligation. For a middle-class America increasingly given 
to accommodating not only the needs but also the desires of its children, 
the believers offer an instructive dissenting voice. 

That said, the believers’ parenting philosophy raises difficult questions 
about the line between parental and individual rights. Most troubling to 
outsiders is the issue of how far believers go in scripting their children’s life 
choices. A Christian homeschool conference I attended as this book went 
to press carried the theme “Passing the Torch—That the Generation to 
Come Might Know.” One of the guest speakers that weekend was Doug 
Phillips, formerly the director of HSLDA’ Congressional Action Pro- 
gram and now the head of his own ministry, Vision Forum (“a new experi- 
ment in Christ-centered publishing and family discipleship”). In a session 
titled “Preparing Sons for Marriage and Life Purpose,” Phillips spoke pas- 
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sionately about the virtues of early and lifelong wedlock. I learned that 
morning that adolescence was a “nineteenth-century evolutionary con- 
cept” that can prevent young people from reaching maturity on God’s 
timetable. I was told that men and women have “a Christian obligation and 
duty” to get married, unless they had been granted what Phillips called the 
“gift of celibacy.” Young women in the audience were reminded that wifely 
submission and full-time motherhood were the commandments and the 
blessings of their Heavenly Father.”* This is a world in which many of life’s 
big questions are answered for you. As several sensitive observers have 
pointed out, conservative religious communities offer contemporary men 
and women rich opportunities for intellectually coherent and emotionally 
satisfying lives.” But we might ask whether such lifeways are appropriately 
chosen, not imposed. 

Perhaps because they are so intent on making sure that the torch gets 
passed, the believers are refreshingly explicit about the human costs of 
raising children. They devote considerable energy to explaining why chil- 
dren “need” full-time mothers, and they also are careful to celebrate the 
doing of that work. One need not agree with all their arguments to give the 
believers credit for understanding, in no uncertain terms, that the flip side 
of child development is maternal obligation. It is no secret that the believ- 
ers get their nurturing done by categorically assigning most of it to moth- 
ers. This is a strategy that, like their childhood, is essentially unworkable 
for many Americans: those women who want their biographies to include 
more than the labors of home, and those who believe—rightly, I think— 
that the gendered division of child rearing perpetuates broader patterns of 
gender inequality.”° Nevertheless, the believers’ lively conversation about 
all it takes to fully accommodate the labors of parenting is one that nonbe- 
lievers can learn from. Indeed, and as others have suggested, conservative 
Protestantism’s active engagement of the contradiction between home and 
work may help to explain the continued appeal of this faith tradition in 
contemporary American life.”” 

Somewhat paradoxically, conservative Protestantism’s dualistic concep- 
tion of the self may also contribute to the tradition’s ongoing vitality. The 
simultaneity of human goodness and human sinfulness at the heart of be- 
liever theology makes it an extremely flexible cultural resource. On the one 
hand, the ministers and ministries of the last thirty years have been able to 
create Christianities that honor the broader culture’s growing demand for 
more experiential, more psychologized, and more individualized faith ex- 
periences. At the same time, the dualistic self has made it possible for con- 
servative Protestant leaders to legitimately call their followers to rethink 
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some life choices, give up some freedoms, make some sacrifices for faith 
and family, and, sometimes, simply to obey. 

But another consequence of the dualistic self is that conservative Protes- 
tants have rather distinctive assumptions about how individuals most ap- 
propriately come together. Conservative Protestants famously divide the 
world in two. As Carol Ingram told me that afternoon at HSLDA, “We are 
either saved or we’re lost.” The believers assume that rather different rules 
govern their spiritual kingdom, and because this is so they often have little 
expectation that nonbelievers will necessarily agree with them or make the 
right decisions. There is no presumption that everyone’s opinion, all 
points of view, are equally valid. In practice, this means that when one is 
working in “the world” (as believers often call whatever is beyond their 
own), one must always be ready to walk away from the table when consen- 
sus, majority rule, or the law precludes obedience to heavenly command. 

This distinction has meant that believers tend to be ambivalent about 
the organizational forms favored by other contemporary political activists. 
Home schoolers like Deirdre Brown and her colleagues in the NHA have 
championed organizational forms that they believe are best suited to hon- 
oring all the variation in the homeschool rainbow. But time and again, and 
to their sometimes uncomprehending chagrin, inclusives have found that 
the believers are not very interested in celebrating diversity. The believers’ 
disinterest in inclusion is troubling to secular activists, who regard this 
sensibility as old-fashioned at best, and ethnocentric or even bigoted at 
worst. But for conservative Protestants, their division of the world has little 
to do with the political or human status of nonbelievers. It is instead a 
question of which authorities matter most: God’s or men’s. Our culture is 
increasingly given to the assumption that persons are essentially good and 
rightly make their own decisions; but faith in human sinfulness and in 
divine intention is a central feature of the believers’ worldview. As the 
history of the homeschool movement indicates, this difference can be 
difficult to talk across. More broadly, it places many believers outside the 
coordinates of sense making by which a secular society judges social move- 
ments as modern or reactionary, humanitarian or merely self-interested, 
morally respectable or morally suspect. 

Of course, not every believer hears God’s commands in the same way. 
As centuries of theology and an eclectic contemporary Protestant universe 
demonstrate, there are multiple ways of imagining Christian life in a secu- 
lar world. But when it comes to building a social movement, not all points 
of view can have equal sway. The imperatives of organizing oblige people 
to make choices about how to assemble their causes. This means that some 
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visions are given concrete organizational expression, and thus more defini- 
tive power over how things will be done. In the course of opting for any 
particular organizational strategy, other points of view are weakened or 
even banished. The “Christian” homeschool movement is decidedly con- 
servative and exclusive not because the basic tenets of Protestant theology 
require it but because the primary architects of the movement's organiza- 
tional system have designed their theology into the plans. Calling their 
organizations expressly “Christian” discourages more ecumenical mem- 
berships in believer organizations, while fundamentalist statements of faith 
exclude Christians like Lissa Foster. This turn of events in homeschool 
history betrays a broader sociological truth: questions about how to orga- 
nize are always political ones. 

The inclusives have faced their own struggles about organizational 
questions, but the demographics of their cause have set different parame- 
ters for the politics from the beginning. In an important sense the inclu- 
sives face a more difficult challenge than the believers: inclusives have a 
much thinner stock of shared organizational experiences on which to draw. 
Consensus and other highly democratic forms have come to define the 
inclusives’ organizational landscape, but this may be because no alternative 
organizational forms have elicited a constituency powerful enough to 
change the rules. Given the utter diversity of the inclusive cause, one might 
wonder where such a constituency might come from in any case. With so 
many different religious traditions and organizational histories repre- 
sented among inclusive home schoolers, highly democratic forms may be 
the only ones on which any number of them can agree.”® 

As the inclusives know from experience, democracy and inclusion are 
not without their troubles. Sluggishness in decision making and unpredict- 
able resource commitments are the downside of organizational forms that 
lend a lot of discretion to individuals. The inclusives may have to learn the 
hard way that pure democracy can come at the cost of organizational sur- 
vival. Like many left-leaning movements of recent decades, the inclusives 
have perhaps been too quick to disparage bureaucratic organizational 
forms. In being heroically committed to the sanctity of individual discre- 
tion, they have forgotten some important lessons of social movements be- 
fore them: that hierarchical divisions of labor and authority make the com- 
pletion of complex tasks more efficient; that clearly scripting the terms of 
organizational participation makes life easier for volunteers; and that peo- 
ple often want leaders, who can help the group make sense of complicated 
issues, make hard decisions, and ensure that the long-term health of the 
cause is not occluded by people who care little about the big picture. 
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But if the inclusives have so far failed to capitalize on the advantages of 
bureaucracy, they also have developed an enviable organizational skill. 
They have become masters at talking across difference. Their conviction 
that human diversity is positive, and must be accommodated, is an appro- 
priate organizational philosophy for an increasingly heterogeneous Ameri- 
can society. Putting that philosophy into practice means that more time 
needs to be spent in conversation, and that fewer terms of organizational 
process can be taken for granted. But the payoffs can be significant: a cos- 
mopolitan constituency and a greater sense of collective ownership of the 
cause. Finally, the inclusives deserve credit for thinking hard about what is 
perhaps the most formidable civic challenge of our era: the puzzle of how 
to sustain unity and honor difference at the same time. 

The believers, on the other hand, have largely avoided the puzzle of 
difference. Partly because they tend to bifurcate the world into the saved 
and unsaved, and partly because their earthly kingdom is itself so large and 
diverse in its own right, the believers have not yet learned how to accom- 
modate voices and experiences beyond their religious ken. If they are to 
have the impact on the broader society that their leaders increasingly de- 
mand of them, the believers simply must make theological and organiza- 
tional choices that more easily bring them into commerce with their non- 
Christian neighbors. Otherwise they will continue to save some souls and 
win some political battles but will fail to change the minds of even their 
mildest critics. At stake is the extent to which the believers are heard as 
reactionary dissenters or progressive leaders in contemporary conversa- 
tions about children, schooling, motherhood, and family in America. The 
inclusives show us that polyglot conversations on these issues are possible, 
but only if participants are willing to negotiate the ground rules of the 
discussion and to make some compromises along the way. 

Throughout the homeschool movement, talk about how best to link 
constituencies continued through the end of the 1990s. Some inclusive 
advocates, frustrated by what appeared to them as the political incapacity 
of the NHA, maintained a years-long conversation on the Internet about 
how to create an inclusive national organization that could be rigorously 
democratic without sacrificing political muscle. On the other side of the 
movement, the believers became aware that their open embrace of com- 
puter technology might have important consequences for the hierarchy of 
authority in their cause. When the H.R. 6 controversy erupted in 1994, 
HSLDA had relied on a fax network with state-level organizations to dis- 
seminate the news. The explosion of the Internet in subsequent years 
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means that HSLDA is now able to make direct contact with its rank and 
file. Rather than relying on state leaders to disseminate news by phone, 
HSLDA has the potential to reach its entire constituency in a few key- 
strokes. Thus it is not surprising that by the end of the decade, some state- 
level leaders were thoughtful about how technological changes might alter 
their movement's division of labor. 

Even while home schoolers continued to tinker with the mechanics of 
their cause, some things wouldn’t change, at least not by the time my work 
came to a close. Inclusives continued to be quietly suspicious and some- 
times publicly critical of the believers’ leadership elite. The believers, safe 
and powerful in their own organizational apparatus, continued to more or 
less ignore the criticism. And home schooling maintained its place on the 
menu of educational choices—a specialty option perhaps, but a viable one 
nevertheless. If anything, home schooling became more elaborated inter- 
nally and more acceptable to the outside world. Inside, homeschool minis- 
tries were creating college and apprenticeship programs tailor-made for 
their young people. ‘There were homeschool debate tournaments, athletic 
competitions, senior proms. Outside, elite colleges and universities began 
adding special information for homeschooled applicants to their Web 
sites. Major booksellers like Barnes & Noble and Amazon.com, eager to 
serve the growing market, designated shelves and Web pages specifically 
for homeschooling titles. Home schooling continued to receive media cov- 
erage, especially in the wake of tragedies like the 1999 high school shoot- 
ings in Littleton, Colorado, which had reporters contacting activists like 
Deirdre Brown with renewed interest. And it seemed that the press atten- 
tion got more favorable over the years. In 2000, a feature article in the New 
York Times Magazine likened a Christian homeschool family to the pro- 
gressive cultural critics of the 1960s. Later that year, a Wall Street Journal 
editorial admonished mainstream educators to finally acknowledge home 
schoolers’ evident academic accomplishments.’? 

As it has become normalized, the risks of actually doing home schooling 
have diminished. People who came in during the late 1990s joined a differ- 
ent movement than their compatriots had a decade before. “They don’t 
really see all of the work that went into making home schooling what it is 
today,” one longtime activist told me, comparing the newcomers with the 
old hands. “They think they can just join in relatively easily. And they can. 
They can do that now, but there’s a different level of commitment.”*° 
Made more acceptable and immeasurably easier by the work of the 
pioneers, by the end of the 1990s home schooling had become a fully 
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institutionalized if still unconventional educational choice. Being a home 
schooler now means something different and likely feels different than it 
did fifteen years ago. In its very success, home schooling has gained a good 
measure of respectability while losing some of its cutting-edge riskiness 
and countercultural cachet.*! 

Over the years that home schoolers have won their victories, it has got- 
ten easier to forget that there was once a time when the theories of people 
like John Holt and the Moores were radical or even unthinkable, a time 
when our children’s individualism threatened the legitimacy of conven- 
tional schooling less dramatically. It has become hard to remember a time 
when life was not typically imagined as an open and uncharted journey, rife 
with possibilities that only the individual can rightly choose for herself. 
Over the years we have forgotten that, not too long ago, parenting gener- 
ally took place in the flow of diversified household economies. In a prein- 
dustrial era when mothers and many fathers worked at home, full-time 
attentiveness to one’s children to the exclusion of other work was an un- 
thinkable luxury. As our world has changed and, with it, our sense of our 
selves, it seems to have escaped our notice that the distinctive, autono- 
mous, promising individualism that we now take for granted needs to be a 
child first. It needs to be raised. 

Just why we have overlooked the reproductive costs of the expanded self 
is a question worth asking. We have, after all, considered at length its chal- 
lenges for a healthy civic life.*’ And of course the high price of rearing 
individuals is right in front of us, every day. We see it in the hard choices 
mothers make in deciding between home and career, in the guilt some 
parents feel in sending their kids to group child care, and in the parenting 
manuals that increasingly encourage mothers and fathers to be child devel- 
opment experts. The total cost of developing a generation of little individ- 
uals is likely incalculable, but it is certainly high for all of us, and especially 
for women. 

Perhaps we have failed to recognize how much nurturing little selves 
require, precisely because so much of that work is accomplished by 
women. Feminists have long understood that nurturing is gendered work 
and often invisible. Women disproportionately shoulder the burden of this 
invisibility in several ways: in lost wages, but also in diminished social 
status for the nurturing jobs that they do.*? Consider, for example, that 
Americans rate child care workers near garbage collectors on a scale of 
occupational prestige.** 

Nurturing one’s own children also comes with status dilemmas. As many 
have pointed out, being “just a mom” brings paltry prestige in the career- 
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oriented status system of the broader culture. But there is also evidence 
that the mechanics of mothering are often derided even in the more tender 
status economy of home. Many women report incomprehension or dismis- 
siveness from their husbands when they talk about the mental work of 
mothering that no one sees. Thinking fastidiously about the daily details of 
parenting is work that is arguably crucial to honoring individual needs. But 
fathers often ignore this mental work, or else chastise their partners for 
“worrying” about the details to a point of obsession.*> Whether hidden 
inside an ethos of sacrificial motherhood, derided as unskilled, or dis- 
missed as maternal pathology, it may be that the labors of self-making are 
kept hidden precisely because they are so costly. If so, then making those 
costs explicit is a revolutionary activity, challenging a social system that 
profits from exploiting the work that women, as nurturers, do.*° 

But it may be also that the costs of raising selves have eluded us because 
they attend to an object called childhood, something so esteemed in mod- 
ern life that at least one astute observer has called it sacred.3’ As Emile 
Durkheim pointed out years ago, sacred things are the primary symbols 
through which a society defines itself. They embody our most basic no- 
tions about who we are as a collective and who ideally we want to be. 
Because their meanings are so fundamental to a cultural system, sacred 
things are carefully protected from inquisition. Doing so is accomplished 
through any number of rules and rituals that preclude skeptics and the 
uninitiated from getting too close. Durkheim argued that one telltale mark 
of the sacred is an extreme reluctance to ask the hard questions about it— 
to voice suspicion about what’s really inside that box, to wonder out loud 
if the gods might be appeased some other way.** It may be that we have not 
asked harder questions about our childhood because it embodies some of 
our most cherished beliefs about who Americans really are: free people, 
individuals, full of possibility, requiring little of others. 

Home schoolers have asked those hard questions. And despite their very 
different conceptions about how best to get the work done, they share 
some powerful convictions about what children need. The movement they 
have built in the name of those convictions challenges the rest of us to 
some hard talk about a costly and precocious institution at the very heart 
of our collective life. 


Reg 


Hints from my fieldwork suggest that once upon a time, home schoolers 
thought they were less like the rest of us, and more like each other. 
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Old-timers talk about the early years of their movement with nostalgia. 
“Those were the honeymoon days of home schooling,” Michael Farris told 
me in an interview, talking about the early 1980s. “Everyone was trying to 
help each other out. Home schoolers all got along then. You took help 
wherever you could get it.” Needless to say, those days did not last for- 
ever. But testament to the character of this smart little movement, even the 
end of the honeymoon is instructive. 

Home schoolers have always been a diverse lot. For many of the inclu- 
sives and even some of the believers, that diversity was titillating, part of 
the fun. It was not their ways of life or religious beliefs that divided them 
in the end, but rather their different sensibilities about how to organize. 
Home schoolers parted ways because they could not agree on who would 
be welcome in their associations, who would be in charge, or how decisions 
would be made. As with so many soured relations, the crucial points of 
disagreement long went unnoticed, lurking just beyond the pale of explicit 
discussion, even under smiling displays of unity. But the differences were 
evident if one took the time to look for them, cared to see. They showed 
up in apparently inconsequential details: the inclusives’ penchant for cir- 
cles, and the believers’ easy use of words like /eader. It turned out that those 
little things were a big deal, and a lasting lesson. The most consequential 
differences had to do with the arrangement of the chairs. 
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